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Book Summary: ‘Failing Forward’
By M.Fontaine

	“In life, the question is not if you will have problems but how you are going to deal with your problems. Are you going to fail forward or backward.” That’s the theme of Failing Forward, a book by John Maxwell, which provides examples and advice on how you can change your life by changing the way you look at failure. He says that “Failure is simply a price we pay to achieve success,” and I think you’ll find this an encouraging, motivating book.
	(John Maxwell is a former pastor, leadership expert, speaker, and author who writes from a Christian perspective.)

***

Failing Forward
Turning Mistakes into Stepping Stones for Success
John C. Maxwell
(Nashville, TN; Thomas Nelson, 2000)
	
What's the Main Difference Between People Who Achieve and People Who Are Average?
	What makes achievers excel? Why do some people skyrocket while others plummet?
	When it comes right down to it, I know of only one factor that separates those who consistently shine from those who don’t: The difference between average people and achieving people is their perception of and response to failure.

What You Never Learned in School
	Soccer player Kyle Rote Jr. remarked, “There is no doubt in my mind that there are many ways to be a winner, but there is really only one way to be a loser and that is to fail and not look beyond the failure.” How people see failure and deal with it—whether they possess the ability to look beyond it and keep achieving—impacts every aspect of their lives.
	In Leadership Magazine, J. Wallace Hamilton states, “The increase of suicides, alcoholics, and even some forms of nervous breakdowns is evidence that many people are training for success when they should be training for failure. Failure is far more common than success; poverty is more prevalent than wealth; and disappointment more normal than arrival.”
	Training for failure! That is a great concept, and it’s the idea that prompted me to write this book. I want to help you train for failure. I want you to learn how to confidently look the prospect of failure in the eye and move forward anyway. Because in life, the question is not if you will have problems but how you are going to deal with your problems. Are you going to fail forward or backward?

Putting a New Face on Obstacles
	When I think of people who were able to look trouble in the eye and forge ahead, one of the first who comes to mind is Mary Kay Ash. She overcame a lot of obstacles in her career, and she never let failure get the better of her. Mary Kay’s first career was in direct sales, and she was quite successful. But she also found that it was difficult for a woman to progress in the corporate world, especially in the 1950s and early 1960s—even after twenty-five years of success. She says,

I had worked my way up to being a member of the board of the company I was with only to find that, even though our sales force was made up entirely of women, governed by an all male board, my opinions were of no value. I constantly heard, “Mary Kay, you are thinking like a woman again!” I felt rejection in the worst form. So I decided to retire.

	Her retirement didn’t last long. By the time a month passed, she was stir-crazy. She was ready to start her own business. She decided on a cosmetics business that would give every woman who worked in it unlimited opportunities. She purchased the formulas to the best beauty products she’d ever found, worked up a marketing plan, and prepared to set up a corporation.
	It didn’t take long for her to hit her first obstacle. When she visited her attorney to make legal arrangements for the corporation, he predicted her failure. “Mary Kay,” he said, “if you are going to throw away your life savings, why don’t you just go directly to the trash can? It will be so much easier than what you are proposing.” Her accountant spoke to her in similar terms.
	Despite their attempts to discourage her, she moved ahead. She sank her $5,000 life savings into her new business—every cent she had. She put her husband in charge of the administrative side of things as she worked feverishly to prepare the products, design the packaging, write the training materials, and recruit consultants. They were making wonderful progress. But then a month before she was to open for business, her husband died of a heart attack right at their kitchen table.
	Most people would never have been able to go on after that. They would have accepted defeat and faded away. But not Mary Kay. She kept going, and on September 13, 1963, she launched her business. Today, the company has more than $1 billion in annual sales, employs 3,500 people, and empowers 500,000 direct-sales consultants in 29 markets worldwide. And Mary Kay Ash has received just about every award an entrepreneur could dream of. Despite adverse circumstances, obstacles, and hardships, she failed forward.

The Impossible Question
	When I was growing up, one of the questions I used to hear from motivational speakers was this: “If the possibility of failure were erased, what would you attempt to achieve?”
	I don’t know what obstacles you are facing in your life right now. But whatever they are doesn’t matter. What does matter is that your life can change if you’re willing to look at failure differently. You have the potential to overcome any problems, mistakes, or misfortunes. All you have to do is learn to fail forward.

Get a New Definition of Failure and Success
	One of the greatest problems people have with failure is that they are too quick to judge isolated situations in their lives and label them as failures. Instead, they need to keep the bigger picture in mind.

Failure Is Not …
	Changing your perspective on failure will help you to persevere. So how should you judge failure? Let's start by taking a look at seven things failure is not:
	
	1. People Think Failure Is Avoidable—It’s Not. Everybody fails, errs, and makes mistakes. You’ve heard the saying “To err is human, to forgive divine.” Alexander Pope wrote that more than 250 years ago. And he was only paraphrasing a saying that was common 2,000 years ago, during the time of the Romans. Things today are the same as they were then: If you’re a human being, you’re going to make mistakes. Writer Norman Cousins was right when he said, “The essence of man is imperfection.” Know that you’re going to make mistakes.
	
	2. People Think Failure Is an Event—It’s Not. Growing up, I thought that failure came in a moment. The best example I can think of is taking a test. If you got an F, it meant you failed. But I’ve come to realize that failure is a process. The F shows that you neglected the process leading up to the test.
	Success is not a destination—not a place where you arrive one day. Instead, it is the journey you take. And whether you succeed comes from what you do day to day. In other words, success is a process. Failure works the same way.
	
	3. People Think Failure Is Objective—It’s Not. When you err—whether you miscalculate crucial figures, miss a deadline, blow a deal, make a poor choice concerning your children, or otherwise fumble a ball—what determines whether that action was a failure? Do you look at the size of the problem it causes or the amount of money it costs you or your organization? Is it determined by how much heat you have to take from your boss or by the criticism of your peers? No. Failure isn’t determined that way. You are the only person who can really label what you do a failure. Your perception of and response to your mistakes determine whether your actions really are failures.
	
	4. People Think Failure Is the Enemy—It’s Not. Most people try to avoid failure like the plague. They’re afraid of it. But it takes adversity to create success. NBA coach Rick Pitino states it even more strongly. “Failure is good,” he says. “It’s fertilizer. Everything I’ve learned about coaching I’ve learned from making mistakes.”
	
	5. People Think Failure Is Irreversible—It’s Not. There’s an old saying in Texas: “It doesn’t matter how much milk you spill as long as you don’t lose your cow.” In other words, mistakes are not irreversible. Keep everything in perspective. The problems come when you see only the spilled milk and not the bigger picture.
	
	6. People Think Failure Is a Stigma—It’s Not. Mistakes are not permanent markers. I love the perspective of the late Senator Sam Ervin, Jr., who remarked, “Defeat may serve as well as victory to shake the soul and let the glory out.”

	7. People Think Failure Is Final—It’s Not. Even what may appear to be a huge failure doesn’t need to keep you from achieving. Consider the story of Sergio Zyman. He was the mastermind behind New Coke, something that marketing consultant Robert McMath sees as one of the greatest product failures of all time. Zyman, who successfully introduced Diet Coke, believed that Coca-Cola needed to act boldly to reverse its twenty-year market decline against its rival, Pepsi. His solution was to stop offering the drink that had been popular for nearly 100 years, change the formula, and offer it as New Coke. The move was an abysmal failure that lasted seventy-nine days in 1985 and cost the company about $100 million. People hated New Coke. And it caused Zyman to leave the company.
	But Zyman’s problems with New Coke didn’t keep him down. Years later when asked if the venture was a mistake, Zyman answers, “No, categorically. Now if you say to me, ‘The strategy that you guys embarked on didn’t work,’ I’ll say, ‘Yeah, absolutely it didn’t work.’ But the totality of the action ended up being positive.” Ultimately the return of Coca-Cola Classic made the company stronger.
	Zyman’s assessment was confirmed by Roberto Goizueta, the late chairman and chief executive of the Coca-Cola Company. He rehired Zyman at Coca-Cola in 1993. “Judge the results,” said Goizueta. “We get paid to produce results. We don’t get paid to be right.”

It's All in How You Look at It
	If you tend to focus on the extremes of success and failure and to fixate on particular events in your life, try to put things into perspective. When you do, you’ll be able to share the philosophy of someone such as the apostle Paul, who was able to say, “I have learned in whatever state I am, to be content.” And that was saying a lot, considering that Paul had been shipwrecked, whipped, beaten, stoned, and imprisoned. Throughout everything, his faith enabled him to maintain perspective. He realized that as long as he was doing what he was supposed to do, his being labeled a success or failure by others really didn’t matter.
	The terrible truth is that all roads to achievement lead through the land of failure. It has stood firmly between every human being who had a dream and the realization of that dream. The good news is that anyone can make it through failure. That’s why author Rob Parsons maintained that “tomorrow belongs to the failures.”
	Too many people believe that the process is supposed to be easy. The prolific American inventor Thomas Edison observed that attitude among people. And this is how he responded to it:

Failure is really a matter of conceit. People don’t work hard because, in their conceit, they imagine they’ll succeed without ever making an effort. Most people believe that they’ll wake up someday and find themselves rich. Actually, they’ve got it half right, because eventually they do wake up.

	Each of us has to make a choice. Are we going to sleep life away, avoiding failure at all costs? Or are we going to wake up and realize this: Failure is simply a price we pay to achieve success. If we learn to embrace that new definition of failure, then we are free to start moving ahead—and failing forward.
	Thomas Edison believed, “Many of life’s failures are people who did not realize how close they were to success when they gave up.” If you can change the way you see failure, you gain the strength to keep running the race. Get a new definition of failure. Regard it as the price you pay for progress.

If You’ve Failed, Are You a Failure?
	In an interview years ago, David Brinkley asked advice columnist Ann Landers what question she most frequently receives from readers. Her answer: “What’s wrong with me?”
	Landers’s response reveals a lot about human nature. Many people wrestle with feelings of failure. At the heart of those doubts and feelings is one central question: Am I a failure? And that’s a problem because I believe it’s nearly impossible for any person to believe he is a failure and fail forward at the same time.
	The late Erma Bombeck, who wrote a widely syndicated weekly humor column until a few weeks before her death in 1996, had a firm grasp on what it meant to persevere and fail forward without taking failure too personally.
	Erma Bombeck traveled a road that was filled with adversity, starting with her career. She was drawn to journalism early in life. Her first job was as a copy girl at the Dayton Journal-Herald when she was a teenager. But when she went off to college at Ohio University, a guidance counselor advised her, “Forget about writing.” She refused. Later she transferred to the University of Dayton and in 1949 graduated with a degree in English. Soon afterward she began working as a writer—for the obituary column and the women’s page.
	That year adversity carried over into her personal life. When she got married, one of her deepest desires was to become a mother. But much to her dismay, her doctors told her she was incapable of having children. Did she give up and consider herself a failure? No, she and her husband adopted a daughter.
	Two years later, a surprised Erma became pregnant. But even that brought her more difficulties. In four years, she experienced four pregnancies, but only two of the babies survived.
	In 1964, Erma was able to convince the editor of a small neighborhood newspaper, the Kettering-Oakwood Times, to let her write a weekly humor column. Despite the pitiful $3 per article she was paid, she kept writing. And that opened a door for her. The next year she was offered the opportunity to write a three-times-a-week column for her old employer, the Dayton Journal-Herald. By 1967, her column was syndicated and carried by more than nine hundred newspapers.
	For more than thirty years Erma wrote her humor column. During that time, she published fifteen books, was recognized as one of the twenty-five most influential women in America, appeared frequently on the television show Good Morning America, was featured on the cover of Time magazine, received innumerable honors, and was awarded fifteen honorary degrees.
	But during that span of time, Erma Bombeck also experienced incredible troubles and trials including breast cancer, a mastectomy, and kidney failure. And she wasn’t shy about sharing her perspective on her life experiences:
	
	I speak at college commencements, and I tell everyone I’m up there and they’re down there, not because of my successes, but my failures. Then I proceed to spin all of them off—a comedy record album that sold two copies in Beirut … a sitcom that lasted about as long as a donut in our house … a Broadway play that never saw Broadway … book signings where I attracted two people: one who wanted directions to the restroom and the other who wanted to buy the desk.
	What you have to tell yourself is, “I’m not a failure. I failed at doing something.” There’s a big difference. … Personally and career-wise, it’s been a corduroy road. I’ve buried babies, lost parents, had cancer, and worried over kids. The trick is to put it all in perspective … and that’s what I do for a living.

Every Genius Could Have Been a “Failure”
	Every successful person is someone who failed, yet never regarded himself as a failure. For example, Wolfgang Mozart, one of the geniuses of musical composition, was told by Emperor Ferdinand that his opera The Marriage of Figaro was “far too noisy” and contained “far too many notes.” Artist Vincent van Gogh, whose paintings now set records for the sums they bring at auction, sold only one painting in his lifetime. Thomas Edison, the most prolific inventor in history, was considered unteachable as a youngster. And Albert Einstein, the greatest thinker of our time, was told by a Munich schoolmaster that he would “never amount to much.”
	All great achievers are given multiple reasons to believe they are failures. But in spite of that, they persevere. In the face of adversity, rejection, and failings, they continue believing in themselves and refuse to consider themselves failures.

Seven Abilities Needed to Fail Forward
	Here are seven abilities of achievers that enable them to fail, not take it personally, and keep moving forward:
	1. Achievers Reject Rejection. Author James Allen states, “A man is literally what he thinks, his character being the complete sum of all his thought.” That’s why it’s important to make sure your thinking is on the right track.
	People who don’t give up keep trying because they don’t base their self-worth on their performance. Instead, they have an internally based self-image. Rather than say, “I am a failure,” they say, “I missed that one,” or “I made a mistake.” To keep the right perspective, take responsibility for your actions, but don’t take failure personally.
	
	2. Achievers See Failure as Temporary. People who personalize failure see a problem as a hole they’re permanently stuck in. But achievers see any predicament as temporary. For example, take the case of United States President Harry S. Truman. In 1922, he was thirty-eight years old, in debt, and out of work. In 1945, he was occupying the highest office in the land. If he had seen failure as permanent, he would have remained stuck and never would have kept trying and believing in his potential.
	
	3. Achievers See Failures as Isolated Incidents. Author Leo Buscaglia once talked about his admiration for cooking expert Julia Child: “I just love her attitude. She says, ‘Tonight we’re going to make a soufflé!’ And she beats this and whisks that, and she drops things on the floor … and does all these wonderful human things. Then she takes the soufflé and throws it in the oven and talks to you for a while. Finally, she says, ‘Now it’s ready!’ But when she opens the oven, the soufflé just falls flat as a pancake. But does she panic or burst into tears? No! She smiles and says, ‘Well, you can’t win them all. Bon appétit!”’
	When achievers fail, they see it as a momentary event, not a lifelong epidemic. It’s not personal. If you want to succeed, don’t let any single incident color your view of yourself.
	
	4. Achievers Keep Expectations Realistic. The greater the feat you desire to achieve, the greater the mental preparation required for overcoming obstacles and persevering over the long haul. If you want to take a stroll in your neighborhood, you can reasonably expect to have few, if any, problems. But that’s not the case if you intend to climb Mount Everest.
	It takes time, effort, and the ability to overcome setbacks. You have to approach each day with reasonable expectations and not get your feelings hurt when everything doesn’t turn out perfectly.

	5. Achievers Focus on Strengths. Another way achievers keep themselves from personalizing failure is by focusing on their strengths. Bob Butera, former president of the New Jersey Devils hockey team, was asked what makes a winner. He answered, “What distinguishes winners from losers is that winners concentrate at all times on what they can do, not on what they can’t do. If a guy is a great shooter but not a great skater, we tell him to think only about the shot, the shot, the shot—never about some other guy outskating him. The idea is to remember your successes.”
	If a weakness is a matter of character, it needs much attention. Focus on it until you shore it up. Otherwise, the best bet for failing forward is developing and maximizing your strengths.

	6. Achievers Vary Approaches to Achievement. In The Psychology of Achievement, Brian Tracy writes about four millionaires who made their fortunes by age thirty-five. They were involved in an average of seventeen businesses before finding the one that took them to the top. They kept trying and changing until they found something that worked for them.
	Achievers are willing to vary their approaches to problems. That’s important in every walk of life, not just business.
	
	7. Achievers Bounce Back. All achievers have in common the ability to bounce back after an error, mistake, or failure. Psychologist Simone Caruthers says, “Life is a series of outcomes. Sometimes the outcome is what you want. Great. Figure out what you did right. Sometimes the outcome is what you don’t want. Great. Figure out what you did so you don’t do it again.” That’s the key to bouncing back.
	Achievers are able to keep moving forward no matter what happens. And that’s made possible because they remember that failure does not make them failures. No one should take mistakes personally. That’s the way to take yourself out of failure.

	If you’ve been thinking of yourself as a failure, you can break yourself out of that negative thinking pattern. Look at an area of your life where you have repeatedly failed, and do the following:
•	Examine your expectations for that area. Write them down. Are they realistic? Do you expect to do everything perfectly? Do you expect to succeed on the first try? How many mistakes should you expect to make before you succeed? Adjust your expectations.
•	Find new ways to do your work. Brainstorm at least twenty new approaches, and then try at least half of them.
•	Focus on your strengths. How can you use your best skills and personal strengths to maximize your effort?
•	Vow to bounce back. No matter how many times you fall down, pick yourself up and keep going.

You’re Too Old to Cry,
But It Hurts Too Much to Laugh
	Just about everyone has heard of the Wright brothers, the bicycle mechanics who pioneered manned motorized flight in the first part of the twentieth century. The circumstances surrounding Orville and Wilbur Wright’s first flight on December 17, 1903, make an interesting story. What you may not know is that prior to that day, the Wrights, unknowns with no university education, were not the leaders in aviation. They were obscure at best, and another man was expected to put the first airplane in the air.
	His name was Dr. Samuel P. Langley. He was a respected former professor of mathematics and astronomy who was the director of the Smithsonian Institution. Langley was an accomplished thinker, scientist, and inventor. He had published several important works on aerodynamics, and he possessed a vision for achieving manned flight. In fact, in the mid- to late 1890s, he had done extensive experiments with large unmanned plane models and had achieved a high degree of success.
	In 1898, Langley approached the U.S. War Department for funding to design and build an airplane to carry a man aloft. And the department gave him a commission of $50,000—a huge sum at that time. Langley went right to work. By 1901, he had successfully tested an unmanned gasoline-powered heavier-than-air craft: It was the first in history. And when he enlisted the aid of Charles Manley, an engineer who had built a powerful new lightweight engine, his success seemed inevitable.
	On October 8, 1903, Langley expected his years of work to come to fruition. As journalists and curious onlookers watched, Charles Manley, wearing a cork-lined jacket, strode across the deck of a modified houseboat and climbed into the pilot’s seat of a craft called the Great Aerodrome. The full-sized, motorized device was perched atop a specially built catapult designed to initiate the Aerodrome’s flight into the air. But when they attempted the launch, part of the Aerodrome got caught, and the biplane was flung into sixteen feet of water a mere fifty yards away from the boat.
	Criticism of Langley was brutal. For example, read this report in the New York Times:
	
The ridiculous fiasco which attended the attempt at aerial navigation in the Langley flying machine was not unexpected. The flying machine which will really fly might be evolved by the combined and continuous efforts of mathematicians and mechanicians [sic] in from one to ten million years … No doubt the problem has its attractions for those it interests, but to ordinary men, it would seem as if the effort might be employed more profitably.

	At first, Langley didn’t let that failure or the accompanying criticism deter him. Eight weeks later in early December, he and Manley were ready to attempt flight again. Once more Manley climbed into the cockpit from the houseboat’s deck, ready to make history. But as before, disaster struck. This time the cable supports to the wings snapped as the plane was launched, the craft caught on the launch rail, and it plunged into the river upside down. Manley nearly died.
	Again the criticism was fierce. His Great Aerodrome was called “Langley’s Folly,” and Langley himself was accused of wasting public funds. The New York Times commented, “We hope that Prof. Langley will not put his substantial greatness as a scientist in further peril by continuing to waste his time, and the money involved, in further airship experiments.” He didn’t.
	Defeated and demoralized, he abandoned his decades-long pursuit of flight without ever having seen one of his planes piloted to success. Just days later, Orville and Wilbur Wright—uneducated, unknown, and unfunded—flew their plane over the sand dunes of Kitty Hawk, North Carolina.
	In contrast, Langley let his moment of disaster make him think it was the end. He abandoned his experiments. Two years later he suffered a stroke, and a year after that he died.

When Failure Gets You by the Heart
	What happened in the life of Samuel Langley occurs in the lives of too many people today. They allow failure to get the better of them emotionally, and it stops them from achieving their dreams.
	Let’s face it. Failure can be very painful—sometimes physically and more often emotionally. Seeing part of your vision fall flat really hurts. And if people heap ridicule on top of your hurt feelings, you feel even worse. The first important step in weathering failure is learning not to personalize it—making sure you know that your failure does not make you a failure. But there’s more to it than that. For many people the pain of failure leads to fear of failure. And they become like the person who says, “I’m too old to cry, but it hurts too much to laugh.” That’s when many people get stuck in the fear cycle. And if fear overcomes you, it’s almost impossible to fail forward.
	The inaction that results when people are stuck in the fear cycle takes on many forms. Here are the three most common ones I’ve observed:
	
	1. Paralysis. For some people, fear of failure brings about absolute paralysis. They stop trying to do anything that might lead to failure. President Harry S. Truman offered this opinion: “The worst danger we face is the danger of being paralyzed by doubts and fears. This danger is brought on by those who abandon faith and sneer at hope. It is brought on by those who spread cynicism and distrust and try to blind us to the great chance to do good for all mankind.”
	
	2. Procrastination. Other people maintain the hope of progress but never get around to following through. Someone once called procrastination the fertilizer that makes difficulties grow. Victor Kiam called it opportunity’s natural assassin.
	Procrastination steals a person’s time, productivity, and potential. As President John F. Kennedy said, “There are risks and costs to a program of action, but they are far less than the long-range risks and costs of comfortable inaction.”

	3. Purposelessness. Tom Peters, coauthor of In Search of Excellence, emphasizes that there’s nothing more useless than someone who comes to the end of the day and congratulates himself, saying, “Well, I made it through the day without screwing up.” Yet that’s what many people who fear failure do. Rather than pursue worthy objectives, they avoid the pain of making mistakes. And in the midst of that transition, they lose sight of any sense of purpose that they might have once possessed.
	As fear of failure and the resulting inactivity compound, a person in the fear cycle exhibits additional negative side effects:
•	Self-pity. He feels sorry for himself. And as time goes on, he takes less responsibility for his inactivity and starts thinking of himself as a victim.
•	Excuses. A person can fall down many times, but he won’t be a failure until he says that somebody pushed him.
•	Misused energy. Constant fear divides the mind and causes a person to lose focus. If he is going in too many directions at once, he doesn’t get anywhere.
•	Hopelessness. If allowed to run their course, continual fear and inaction rob a person of hope.

Breaking the Cycle
	To conquer fear, you have to feel the fear and take action anyway.
	Several years ago while I was sitting in my doctor’s waiting room, I came across a few paragraphs in a medical magazine that describe the battle to act:
	
	We hear it almost every day: sigh, sigh, sigh. I just can’t get myself motivated to … [lose weight, test my blood sugar, etc.]. And we hear an equal number of sighs from diabetes educators who can’t get their patients motivated to do the right things for their diabetes and health.
	We have news for you. Motivation is not going to strike you like lightning. And motivation is not something that someone else—nurse, doctor, family member—can bestow or force on you. The whole idea of motivation is a trap. Forget motivation. Just do it. Exercise, lose weight, test your blood sugar, or whatever. Do it without motivation, and then guess what. After you start doing the thing, that’s when the motivation comes and makes it easy for you to keep on doing it.
	Motivation is like love and happiness. It’s a byproduct. When you’re actively engaged in doing something, it sneaks up and zaps you when you least expect it.
	As Harvard psychologist Jerome Bruner says, “You’re more likely to act yourself into feeling than feel yourself into action.” So act! Whatever it is you know you should do, do it.

	Playwright George Bernard Shaw asserted, “A life spent in making mistakes is not only more honorable but more useful than a life spent doing nothing.” To overcome fear and break the cycle, you have to be willing to recognize that you will spend much of your life making mistakes. The bad news is that if you’ve been inactive for a long time, getting started is hard to do. The good news is that as soon as you start moving, it gets easier.
	Face your fear and get moving. Do that, and you give yourself the opportunity to learn how to fail forward.

Find the Exit Off the Failure Freeway
	The old saying is true: If you always do what you’ve always done, then you will always get what you’ve always gotten.
	Let’s face it. People are prone to ruts. And anyone who has been conditioned to think failure is his fate has an especially hard time exiting the failure freeway. If you can’t seem to achieve what you desire but you don’t know why, then take a look at the pattern many failure-prone people fall into and the ultimate solution.

It All Starts with a Mess Up
	What starts people down the failure freeway is a common mistake, failure, or mess up. But people who stay on the failure freeway don’t think that it’s their fault. They make mistakes but refuse to admit them. They see every obstacle or error as somebody else’s fault. And as a result, they generally respond in one or more of the following ways:
	
Blow Up
	Unchecked anger makes a small problem bigger. Nineteenth-century English author Charles Buxton summed it up: “Bad temper is its own scourge. Few things are more bitter than to feel bitter. A man’s venom poisons himself more than his victim.”

Cover Up
	It’s in the nature of people to try to cover up their mistakes. That tendency is as old as Adam and Eve in the Garden of Eden—and it’s usually just as successful for us today as it was for them.
	For example, take the case of Nicholas Leeson. In 1995, the twenty-eight-year-old worked for the British bank Barings. He controlled huge amounts of money for the organization, which he tried to increase through what’s been called casino-style investing. When Leeson’s dealings resulted in huge losses, he covered them up and made even riskier trades to try to recoup his losses. Analysts said it was like betting double or nothing in a gambling game. The problem was that Leeson kept coming up with nothing, creating bigger and bigger losses. Ultimately his actions cost Barings $1.3 billion. He single-handedly put one of the oldest banks in the world out of business.
	H. Stanley Judd said, “Don’t waste energy trying to cover up failure. Learn from your failures and go on to the next challenge. It’s okay to fail. If you’re not failing, you’re not growing.” Anyone who wants to get off the failure freeway needs to ‘fess up rather than cover up.
	
Speed Up
	Particularly stubborn people sometimes try to leave their troubles behind by working harder and faster, but without changing their direction. William Dean Singleton, co-owner of MediaNews Group Inc., addresses this tendency: “Too many people, when they make a mistake, just keep stubbornly plowing ahead and end up repeating the same mistakes. I believe in the motto, ‘Try and try again.’ But the way I read it, it says, ‘Try, then stop and think. Then try again.’”
	
Back Up
	Have you ever been talking with someone who made a thoughtless remark during a conversation, and as soon as he said it, you could tell he knew he had made a mistake? Yet when you called him on it, he refused to admit it. No matter what you said, he kept backing up and trying to justify the remark, which made him look sillier and sillier. That’s what people who back up do. And if they make a habit of it, they get stuck on the failure freeway.
	General Peyton C. March perceived, “Any man worth his salt will stick up for what he believes right, but it takes a slightly bigger man to acknowledge instantly and without reservation that he is in error.”
	
Give Up
	If you stay on the failure freeway long enough, you eventually slow up. It’s similar to what happens on the Interstate 285 loop around my hometown of Atlanta at rush hour-gridlock. And that’s when a lot of people simply give up. Personal growth expert Paul J. Meyer says, “Ninety percent of all those who fail are not actually defeated. They simply quit.”

But to Fail Forward, You’ve Got to Wake Up
	There’s really only one solution to the gridlock on the failure freeway, and that’s to wake up and find the exit. To leave the road of continual failure, a person must first utter the three most difficult words to say: “I was wrong.” He has to open his eyes, admit his mistakes, and accept complete responsibility for his current wrong actions and attitudes. Every failure you experience is a fork in the road. It’s an opportunity to take the right action, learn from your mistakes, and begin again.
	Leadership expert Peter Drucker says, “The better a man is, the more mistakes he will make, for the more new things he will try. I would never promote to a top-level job a man who was not making mistakes … otherwise he is sure to be mediocre.” Mistakes really do pave the road to achievement.

Your Most Important Ability: Responsibility
	Michael Korda, editor in chief of Simon and Schuster, declared, “Success on any major scale requires you to accept responsibility … In the final analysis, the one quality that all successful people have is the ability to take on responsibility.”
	The fight to take responsibility occurs within. And rarely does talent, intelligence, or opportunity make the difference in whether a person wins that battle. It calls for character. That’s why Stewart B. Johnson remarked, “Our business in life is not to get ahead of others, but to get ahead of ourselves—to break our own records, to outstrip our yesterday by our today.”
	Take a hard look at a very recent failure that you have considered not to be your fault. Look for anything negative in the failure that you should claim responsibility for. Then own it.
	Once you begin thinking in terms of what is your responsibility, you will be able to change. And changing your mind—the way you think about failure—is the next step to failing forward.

No Matter What Happens to You,
Failure Is an Inside Job
	When you learn to accept responsibility for yourself, your problems, and your failures, you are better prepared to fail forward. But what about when you’re faced with overwhelming difficulties that you didn’t create and you can’t control?
	At no time in life are people more prone to allow failure to overcome them and to give up than when external circumstances cause extreme hardship or grief. But ultimately no matter whether the difficulty is self-created or comes from somewhere outside them, failure is created within them. It is always an inside job. Let me illustrate.
	In the spring of 1999, my publisher, Thomas Nelson, invited me to speak at various cities around the country on a book tour. One of my stops on that trip was in Lexington, Kentucky, and it was there that I met Greg Horn, owner of the Payless Food Center, a grocery store in Cynthiana, Kentucky. Greg told me an incredible story that shows that no matter what happens to you, the important thing is what happens in you.
	On March 1, 1997, Greg was in Bossier City, Louisiana, where he had traveled from his home in Kentucky to attend my two-day leadership conference. When the conference was over, he boarded a plane and headed to St. Louis on the first leg of his journey home, excitedly considering how to put into action the leadership training he had received.
	When he got to the gate in St. Louis for his connecting flight to Lexington, he was surprised to discover that it had been delayed because of bad weather in Kentucky. When that delay turned into a canceled flight, Greg was stuck in St. Louis overnight. He didn’t think too much of it. He was a seasoned traveler and had learned to roll with the punches when on the road. And the next morning, he caught the first flight out.
	Only when he landed in Lexington did he realize the magnitude of the problems caused by the weather. As he drove north from the airport toward Cynthiana, he started to see the effects of the heavy rain that had canceled his flight. When he learned that the Licking River, which flowed through Cynthiana, had flooded its banks, he started to worry about his store. He headed straight for it, wanting to make sure everything was all right. The thirty-mile trip seemed to take forever.
	When Greg finally arrived, he found the area flooded. Standing two hundred yards away from his store, he could see only its roof and the sign: PAYLESS FOOD CENTER. The rest was under water. Demoralized, he headed for home, but he couldn’t get anywhere near his house either.
	For three days Greg stayed with his sister in Lexington, waiting for the water to subside and wondering what he was going to do. That’s when he called his insurance agent and discovered news that made things even worse: He had every kind of insurance except—you guessed it—flood coverage. There would be no financial relief.
	All in all, five days passed before Greg could get into the store. And when he opened the doors, he faced complete devastation. He stood in the midst of $500,000 worth of waterlogged, spoiled inventory. His electronic cash registers were full of filthy water, and a huge five-hundred-pound freezer had been lifted by the floodwaters and dumped on top of a checkout stand. It was the kind of demoralizing mess that makes a person want to lock the doors and walk away forever.
	“At that point I had a choice,” says Greg. He could have given up, acknowledging that tragedy had caused his business to fail. “I could have filed for bankruptcy. But I didn’t want to do that. That’s when the principles that I had learned a few days earlier at the leadership conference came back to me: It’s not what happens to me; it’s what happens in me. It’s not the size of the problem, but how I handle the problem. I was determined to overcome this experience,” adds Greg.
	He assessed that the building was still structurally solid, but the interior of the store was trashed. Everything inside had to be removed by hand. It took twenty-two truckloads to haul off the ruined inventory. All the cash registers had to be replaced. So did the tile floor. He and his staff worked feverishly around the clock. It cost Greg $1 million to do it, but he was able to reopen his Payless Food Center—and he did it in a miraculous sixteen days. The store was closed for only twenty-one days after the flood.
	Greg said, “Being able to reopen in only twenty-one days allowed eighty people to return to work, many of whom were personally affected by the flood. And as it says in Proverbs, ‘Humility comes before honor.’”
	He could have made the flood a tombstone for his store and his career. Instead, he turned it into a stepping-stone—for his employees, his community, and himself.
	Since the time of the flood, he has received numerous awards and has been recognized as the businessperson of the year by his local chamber of commerce. And he is using the negative experience of the flood to begin a career in motivational speaking. Almost every week Greg publicly communicates his message of encouragement to others.
	South African general Jan Christiaan Smuts declared, “A man is not defeated by his opponents but by himself.” That’s true. No matter how daunting the circumstances of your life may be, the greatest battle you wage against failure occurs on the inside, not the outside. How do you fight that battle? You start by cultivating the right attitude.

Positive Attitude: The First Key to What Happens in You
	The first element in winning the internal battle against failure is a positive outlook. University of Pennsylvania psychology professor Martin Seligman, who has studied employees in thirty different industries, observes, “The people who bounce back are optimists.”
	Let’s face it. Not everyone is naturally optimistic. Some people are born seeing the glass half empty rather than half full. But no matter what your natural bent is, you can become a more optimistic person. How do you cultivate optimism? By learning the secret of contentment. If you can learn that, then no matter what happens to you, you can weather the storm and build on the good you find in any situation.
	Contentment. That’s not a popular concept these days. One reason is that our culture actually discourages the idea of contentment. People are continually bombarded with the message, “What you have isn’t enough. You need more—a bigger house, a better car, a larger salary, whiter teeth, sweeter breath, nicer clothes …” The list is endless. But the truth is that possessing healthy contentment is essential to being able to withstand failure.
	In our culture, too many people believe that contentment comes from attaining material possessions or positions of power. But they aren’t the keys to contentment either. If you are tempted to believe that they are, remember the words of John D. Rockefeller. When a journalist asked him how much wealth was enough, the millionaire, who was at the time one of the richest and most powerful men in the world, answered, “Just a little more.”
	Contentment comes from having a positive attitude. It means
•	expecting the best in everything—not the worst.
•	remaining upbeat—even when you get beat up.
•	seeing solutions in every problem—not problems in every solution.
•	believing in yourself—even when others believe you’ve failed.
•	holding on to hope—even when others say it’s hopeless.

Positive Action: The Other Key to What Happens in You
	You cannot win the internal battle against failure without the positive attitude that contentment provides. But if you think positively and do nothing, you will not be able to fail forward. You must add positive action to a positive attitude.
	Some people get into trouble because they focus their attention on things beyond their control. Leadership expert Fred Smith says that the key to positive action is to know the difference between a problem and a fact of life. A problem is something that can be solved. A fact of life is something that must be accepted. For example, for Greg Horn, the flood was a fact. He didn’t waste his time wondering what would have happened if he had located his store elsewhere. Not having flood insurance was a fact. So was the reality that he couldn’t get into his store for days. But Greg focused on problems he could solve, such as how to raise the money to make repairs and buy new inventory; how to clean the refuse out of his building, and how to reopen for business as quickly as possible. He put his attention where it would do him some good, remained as positive as possible, and applied positive action.

It's a State of Mind
	Failure is an inside job. So is success. If you want to achieve, you have to win the war in your thinking first. You can’t let the failure outside you get inside you. You certainly can’t control the length of your life—but you can control its width and depth. You can’t control the contour of your face—but you can control its expression. You can’t control the weather—but you can control the atmosphere of your mind. Why worry about things you can’t control when you can keep yourself busy controlling the things that depend on you?

A Man Who Keeps Failure Outside
	If you still have a hard time believing that failure is really an inside job, then you need to hear the story of someone who maintained a winner’s attitude while overcoming the most difficult circumstances.
	His name is Roger Crawford, and as I write this, he’s about forty years old. He makes his living as a consultant and public speaker. He has written two books and travels all across the country working with Fortune 500 companies, national and state associations, and school districts.
	Those aren’t bad credentials. But if they don’t impress you, how about this? Before becoming a consultant, he was a varsity tennis player for Loyola Marymount University and later became a professional tennis player certified by the United States Professional Tennis Association. Still not impressed? Would you change your opinion if I told you Roger has no hands and only one foot?
	Roger Crawford was born with a condition called ectrodactylism. When he emerged from his mother’s womb, the doctors saw that he had a thumblike projection extending out of his right forearm, and a thumb and finger growing out of his left forearm. He had no palms. His legs and arms were shortened. And his left leg possessed a shrunken foot with only three toes. (The foot was amputated when he was five.) Various medical professionals told Roger’s parents that he would never be able to walk, probably would not be able to take care of himself, and would never lead a normal life.
	After recovering from the shock, Roger’s parents were determined to give him the best chance possible for living a normal life. They raised him to feel loved, to be strong, and to develop independence. “You’re only as handicapped as you want to be,” his father used to tell him.
	When he was old enough, they sent him to regular public schools. They involved him in sports. They encouraged him to do everything his heart desired. And they taught him to think positively.
	“Something my parents never did was to allow me to feel sorry for myself, or to take advantage of people because of my handicap,” observes Roger.
	Roger maintains, “Handicaps can only disable us if we let them. This is true not only of physical challenges, but of emotional and intellectual ones as well … I believe that real and lasting limitations are created in our minds, not our bodies.” In other words, no matter what happens, failure is an inside job.

Is the Past Holding Your Life Hostage?
	One quality that enables a person to overcome failure and become a strong achiever is the ability to put past events behind him and move on. That quality positions a person to tackle current challenges with enthusiasm and a minimum of burdensome personal baggage.
	In contrast, someone who is unable to get over previous hurts and failures is held hostage by the past. The baggage he carries around makes it very difficult for him to move forward. In fact, in more than thirty years of working with people, I have yet to meet a successful person who continually dwelled on his past difficulties.

Signs of Past Breakdown
	The following five characteristics are signs that people haven’t gotten over past difficulties:

	1. Comparison. If you hear people continually talk about how much harder they’ve had it than anyone else, chances are they are allowing themselves to be held hostage by their past.
	
	2. Rationalization. Another characteristic of people trapped by their pasts is rationalization: believing that there are good reasons not to get over past difficulties. Rationalization creates a fog that hinders people from finding solutions to their problems. Excuses, no matter how strong, never lead to achievement.
	
	3. Isolation. Some people withdraw due to their past hurts. For many, it’s like a natural reflex that kicks in for self-protection. When naturally outgoing people isolate themselves because of the past, they become especially miserable.
	
	4. Regret. A significant hindrance to living life in the present is regret. It saps people’s energy and leaves little enabling them to do anything positive.
	My friend Dwight Bain E-mailed me something called “The City of Regret” that tells the whole story:
	
	I had not really planned to take a trip this year, yet I found myself packing anyway. And off I went, dreading it. I was on another guilt trip.
	I booked my reservation on Wish I Had airlines. I didn’t check my bags—everyone carries their baggage on this airline—and had to drag it for what seemed like miles in the Regret City airport. And I could see that people from all over the world were there with me, limping along under the weight of bags they had packed themselves.
	I caught a cab to Last Resort Hotel, the driver taking the whole trip backward, looking over his shoulder. And there I found the ballroom where my event would be held: the Annual Pity Party. As I checked in, I saw that all my old colleagues were on the guest list:
	
	The Done family—Woulda, Coulda, and Shoulda
	Both of the Opportunities—Missed and Lost
	All the Yesterdays—there were too many to count, but all would have sad stories to share
	Shattered Dreams and Broken Promises would be there, too, along with their friends Don’t Blame Me and Couldn’t Help It.
	
	And of course, hours and hours of entertainment would be provided by that renowned storyteller It’s Their Fault.
	As I prepared to settle in for a really long night, I realized that one person had the power to send all those people home and break up the party: me. All I had to do was return to the present and welcome the new day!
	
	If you have found yourself getting on a flight to the City of Regret, recognize that it’s a trip you book yourself, and you can cancel it at any time—without penalty or fee. But you’re the only one who can.
	
	5. Bitterness. People who don’t get beyond the problems or the pain of the past eventually become bitter. It is the inevitable consequence of not processing old injuries and tragedies.
	No matter what you’ve experienced, remember this: There are people who’ve had it better than you and done worse. And there are people who’ve had it worse than you and done better. The circumstances really have nothing to do with getting over your personal history. Past hurts can make you bitter or better—the choice is yours.

Breakthrough: The Alternative to Breakdown
	Every major difficulty you face in life is a fork in the road. You choose which track you will head down, toward breakdown or breakthrough.
	If you’ve been badly hurt, then start by acknowledging the pain and grieving any loss you may have experienced. Then forgive the people involved—including yourself. Doing that will help you move on.
	I understand that it may be very difficult to go through this process, but you can do it. Just think, today may be your day to turn the hurts of your past into a breakthrough for the future. Don’t allow anything from your personal history to keep holding you hostage.

A Dream Beckons to the East
	One person who always traveled light (without too much personal baggage) was Sister Frances Cabrini. On the March day in 1889 when the thirty-eight-year-old nun got off the boat at Ellis Island, she was thinking about the task ahead of her: helping establish an orphanage, school, and convent in New York City. She wasn’t preoccupied with any of the problems from her past, though she had experienced plenty.
	Francesca Lodi-Cabrini was born two months premature in the Lombardy town of Sant’Angelo, Italy, where she remained the sickliest child in her village as she grew up. At age six, she decided that she wanted to become a missionary to China. However, people mocked her dream.
	“A missionary order would never accept a girl who is ill most of the time,” her sister Rosa scoffed.
	At age twelve, she took a vow of chastity, and when she reached the required minimum age of eighteen, she applied to join the Daughters of the Sacred Heart Convent. But she was indeed rejected because she was too sickly.
	Rejection was not going to make Cabrini give up her dream of ministering in Asia. She began doing what she could in her own village to build her strength and prove her worth. She taught neighborhood children. She cared for an older villager. And when a smallpox epidemic hit, she nursed family and friends through it until she became sick. After she recovered, she reapplied to the convent. She was turned down again.
	After six years, Cabrini finally gained acceptance into the order. She thought that milestone would put her one step closer to achieving her dream of serving in China. But she was to experience many additional setbacks. Both her parents died within a year. Then she was assigned to teach at a local school rather than one overseas. When she applied to other organizations devoted to working in Asia, she was rejected. Soon she was assigned to oversee a small orphanage in a town not more than fifty miles from her home. She spent six frustrating years there before the orphanage was closed down.
	When she still dreamed of traveling to Asia, a superior told her that if she wanted to be part of a missionary order, she should start one herself. So that’s what she did. With the assistance of a half-dozen girls from the orphanage, she founded the Missionary Sisters of the Sacred Heart in 1880. During the next eight years, she built the order, establishing foundations in Milan, Rome, and other Italian cities.
	She tried to earn a place in Asia, but Pope Leo XIII put an end to Cabrini’s dream of ministering in China. He told her, “Not to the east, but to the west. You will find a vast field of labor in the United States.” She was to help run an orphanage, school, and convent in New York City.
	That is how Sister Frances Cabrini came to be at Ellis Island in March 1889. Her lifelong dream of serving in Asia lay in ruins behind her in Italy, the only home she’d ever known. But she didn’t look back. She was not someone to allow the past to hold her hostage.
	Over the next twenty-eight years, she dedicated herself to the task of ministering to people in the Americas. And she overcame plenty of obstacles to do it. When she arrived in New York, she was told that the plans for the orphanage, school, and convent had fallen through, and that she should return to Italy. Instead, she solved the problems they were having and established the facilities as planned.
	It didn’t matter what difficulties she faced, she continually overcame them. By the time she died in 1917 at age sixty-seven, she had founded more than seventy hospitals, schools, and orphanages in the U.S., Spain, France, England, and South America.
	Cabrini’s impact was incredible. She was the Mother Teresa of her day—possessing similar compassion, grit, tenacity, and leadership. But she never would have made a difference if she had allowed her past to hold her hostage. Instead of lamenting the loss of her dream and the hurts of her youth, she moved on and did what she could where God put her. My hope is that you can do the same.

Say Good-bye to Yesterday
	To move forward today, you must learn to say good-bye to yesterday’s hurts, tragedies, and baggage. You can’t build a monument to past problems and fail forward.
	Take time right now to list the negative events from your past that may be holding you hostage:
	For each item you listed, go through the following process.
	1. Acknowledge the pain.
	2. Grieve the loss.
	3. Forgive the person.
	4. Forgive yourself.
	5. Determine to release the event and move on.
	If you are having a hard time because you’re holding grudges, talk to God about the issue and ask Him to help you through the process. No matter how difficult this becomes, persevere through it. You will not be able to be your best today until you say good-bye to yesterday.

Who Is This Person Making These Mistakes?
	Sometimes great achievement can come only as the result of a period of failure that helps you understand who you really are.
	Evangelist D. L. Moody was once asked which people gave him the most trouble. His response was, “I’ve had more trouble with Dwight L. Moody than any other man alive.” Television host Jack Paar echoed that same thought: “Looking back, my life seems like one long obstacle race, with me as its chief obstacle.” If you are continually experiencing trouble or facing obstacles, then you should check to make sure that you are not the problem.

Why Won’t People Change?
	People don’t like to admit that they need to change. And if they are willing to alter things about themselves, they usually focus on cosmetic changes. Perhaps that’s why Emerson said, “People are always getting ready to live but never living.” Yet anyone who wants to live in a better world needs to be willing to change himself.
	Why are people so hesitant to change? I believe that some believe they are supposed to pursue a particular course of action for some reason—even though it doesn’t suit their gifts and talents. And when they are not working in areas of strength, they do poorly. Others don’t know what their strengths are. As Ben Franklin noted, “There are three things extremely hard: steel, a diamond, and to know one’s self.”

There’s Nothing Wrong with Changing Your Mind
	Psychologist Sheldon Kopp says, “All of the significant battles are waged within the self.” That’s true. People wage the greatest battles against their own flaws and failures.
	Successful television producer and film director Garry Marshall has experienced more than his share of failures. You’re probably familiar with some of his successes: the movie Pretty Woman and television’s The Odd Couple, Laverne and Shirley, and Happy Days. But chances are, you don’t remember some of his other efforts, such as Blansky’s Beauties and Me and the Chimp. They were bombs.
	“Most people try to beat down their flaws or deny them altogether,” notes Marshall. “I’ve always found it best to say, ‘Here are my flaws. Now I have to find something I’m good at.’ Don’t use your flaws as an excuse to quit. Move forward or sideways.”

Moving Forward or Sideways
	The character Jean Valjean in Victor Hugo’s Les Miserables declared, “It is nothing to die. It is an awful thing never to have lived.” That’s what it’s like for people who deny their internal flaws, bury them, and then try to pretend that they don’t exist. To have an opportunity to reach your potential, you must know who you are and face your flaws. Allow me to help you do that. Go through the following process:

	1. See Yourself Clearly. Bishop Fulton Sheen offered this insight, “Most of us do not like to look inside ourselves for the same reason we don’t like to open a letter that has bad news.” Many people see all the bad and deny the good, or they see all the good and deny the bad. To reach your potential, you must see both.
	
	2. Admit Your Flaws Honestly. I stated that you must take responsibility for your actions to fail forward. But you must also take responsibility for who you are as a person. That means owning up to what you cannot do (based on skill), should not do (based on talent), and ought not do (based on character). That’s not always easy to do.
	
	3. Discover Your Strengths Joyfully. Working on your strengths is the next step in the process. No one ever achieved his dreams working outside his areas of gifting. To excel, do what you do well.
	
	4. Build on Those Strengths Passionately. You will improve only if you enthusiastically develop your God-given abilities. You can reach your potential tomorrow if you dedicate yourself to growth today. Remember, to change your world, you must first change yourself.

	As you read this, if you are not happy with your current job, family situation, or life, look first at what you can change in yourself before trying to alter your circumstances.
	If you know who you are, make the changes you must in order to learn and grow, and then give everything you’ve got to your dreams, you can achieve anything your heart desires.

Change Yourself, and Your World Changes
	Sam Peeples Jr. says, “The circumstances of life, the events of life, and the people around me in life do not make me the way I am, but reveal the way I am.” Take some time to discover who you are by examining your weaknesses and strengths.
	First, list evident weaknesses or flaws.
	Weaknesses require change. If something you listed falls into the category of attitude or character, you need to do an about-face. (It may require an apology, restitution, or changes in lifestyle.) If a weakness you listed has to do with an absence of talent or skill, then you may need to make adjustments in your priorities, goals, or career.
	Now, think about your strengths. List the gifts, talents, opportunities, and resources you possess.
	Develop a plan that will allow you to build on the strengths and maximize your potential. Remember, you cannot change without unless you change within. Change yourself, and your whole world changes.

Get Over Yourself—Everyone Else Has
	People who desire to fail forward must turn their attention away from themselves and toward helping others. You could call that process getting over yourself.
	Some unsuccessful people tell themselves that as soon as they achieve considerable success or discover some unseen talent, they will turn their attention to making a difference in the lives of others. But I have news for them. Many people who struggle with chronic failure do so because they think of no one but themselves.
	If you continually focus all your energy and attention on yourself, I have a message for you: Get over yourself—everyone else has.
	If you have a history of repeated failure and you dedicate most of your time and energy to looking out for number one, you may need to learn a new way of thinking—where others come first. If you suspect that a selfish streak is preventing you from achieving your goals and dreams, you may need to change and improve your approach to success.

Stop Focusing on Yourself
	First, you need to think about others rather than yourself. A major cause of negative thinking and poor mental health is self-absorption. Selfishness ultimately hurts not only the people around a self-focused person, but also the selfish person himself. It inclines the person toward failure because it keeps him in a negative mental rut.
	That is the reason that Dr. Karl Menninger responded the way he did when someone asked, “What would you advise a person to do if he felt a nervous breakdown coming on?”
	Most people expected him to reply, “Consult a psychiatrist,” since that was his profession. To their astonishment, Menninger replied, “Lock up your house, go across the railway tracks, find someone in need, and do something to help that person.”
	Developing a giving spirit helps a person to overcome feelings of deficiency in a positive and healthy way. That’s why Menninger believed that “generous people are rarely mentally ill people.” A person is less likely to focus on himself if he is trying to help someone else.

Stop Taking Yourself Too Seriously
	In my seminars, I work with a lot of leaders. And I’ve found that many of them take themselves much too seriously. Of course, they’re not alone. I meet people in every walk of life who have too much doom and gloom in their attitudes. They need to lighten up. No matter how serious your work is, that’s no reason to take yourself seriously.
	A few weeks ago, I was in Australia teaching leadership to a group of several thousand businesspeople. And I was talking to them about how most of us think that we are more important than we really are. I told everyone that on the day I die, one of my good pastor friends will give me a wonderful eulogy and tell funny stories about me, but twenty minutes later the most important thing he’ll have on his mind will be trying to find the potato salad at my reception. You need to have a sense of humor about these things—especially if you work with people.

Start Putting the Team First
	If you follow sports these days, you’ve heard a lot of talk about the selfishness of professional athletes. The recent criticism has been especially harsh toward pro basketball players because the feeling is that too many players possess a me-first mentality. Critics often point to the difference in performance between the men’s and the women’s basketball teams in the 1996 Olympics. The amount of talent on the men’s team far outweighed that of their opponents, yet the players sometimes found it difficult to play together as a team. Meanwhile, the women virtually defined teamwork with their performance.

Start Adding Value to Others Continually
	When people think about you, do they say to themselves, “My life is better because of that person,” or “My life is worse”? Their response probably answers the question of whether you are adding value to them. Since we moved to Atlanta a few years ago, we’ve made some new friends named Howard and Doris Bowen. Not long ago, my wife, Margaret, and I attended a birthday party for Doris. A lot of people attended that party because of the positive impact she’s had on their lives. As we sat listening, person after person stood up to talk about the difference she had made in his or her life.
	Doris is an extra-mile person. After I had a heart attack in December 1998, there came a time when I had to go into the hospital all day for tests. Doris dropped everything to spend that nerve-racking day with Margaret, even though we’d only just met her. Doris is always doing that kind of thing for others. She’s a wonderful friend.
	To succeed personally, you must try to help others. That’s why my friend Zig Ziglar says, “You can get everything in life you want if you help enough other people get what they want.” How do you do that? How can you turn your focus from yourself and start adding value to others? You can do it by …

	1. Putting Others First in Your Thinking. When you meet people, is your first thought about what they’ll think of you or how you can make them feel more comfortable? At work, do you try to make your coworkers or employees look good, or are you more concerned about making sure that you receive your share of the credit? When you interact with family members, whose best interests do you have in mind?
	Your answers show where your heart is. To add value to others, you need to start putting others ahead of yourself in your mind and heart. If you can do it there, you will be able to put them first in your actions.

	2. Finding Out What Others Need. How can anyone add value to others if he doesn’t know what they care about? Listen to people. Ask them what matters to them. And observe them. If you can discover how people spend their time and money, you’ll know what they value. And when you know people’s values, you can add value to them.

	3. Meeting That Need with Excellence and Generosity. The final step requires concrete action. Once you know what matters to people, do your best to meet their needs with excellence and generosity. Offer your best with no thought toward what you might receive in return.

Get Over Yourself and Start Giving Yourself
	If a selfish streak has been keeping you from getting over yourself; examine your attitude, and determine to make meeting the needs of others a priority in your life. You can start by asking yourself the following questions daily, either at the beginning or at the end of each day:
•	Whom am I pouring my life into?
•	Whom am I helping who cannot help me in return?
•	Whom am I lifting who can’t help himself?
•	Whom am I encouraging daily?

Grasp the Positive Benefits
of Negative Experiences
	I teach leadership to thousands of people each year at numerous conferences. And one of my deepest concerns is always that some people will go home from the event and nothing will change in their lives. They enjoy the “show” but fail to implement any of the ideas presented to them.
	People naturally tend toward inertia. That’s why self-improvement is such a struggle. But that’s also why adversity lies at the heart of every success. The process of achievement comes through repeated failures and the constant struggle to climb to a higher level.
	Most people will grudgingly concede that they must make it through some adversity in order to succeed. They’ll acknowledge that they have to experience the occasional setback to make progress. But I believe that success comes only if you take that thought one step farther. To achieve your dreams, you must embrace adversity and make failure a regular part of your life. If you’re not failing, you’re probably not really moving forward.

The Benefits of Adversity
	Psychologist Dr. Joyce Brothers asserts, “The person interested in success has to learn to view failure as a healthy, inevitable part of the process of getting to the top.” Adversity and the failure that often results from it should be expected in the process of succeeding, and they should be viewed as absolutely critical parts of it. Consider these reasons to embrace adversity and persevere through it:

	1. Adversity Creates Resilience. Nothing in life breeds resilience like adversity and failure. A study in Time magazine in the mid-1980s described the incredible resilience of a group of people who had lost their jobs three times because of plant closings. Psychologists expected them to be discouraged, but they were surprisingly optimistic. Their adversity had actually created an advantage. Because they had already lost a job and found a new one at least twice, they were better able to handle adversity than people who had worked for only one company and found themselves unemployed.

	2. Adversity Develops Maturity. Adversity can make you better if you don’t let it make you bitter. Why? Because it promotes wisdom and maturity. American playwright William Saroyan spoke to this issue: “Good people are good because they’ve come to wisdom through failure. We get very little wisdom from success, you know.”
	As the world continues to change at a faster and faster rate, maturity with flexibility becomes increasingly important. These qualities come from weathering difficulties. Harvard business school professor John Kotter says, “I can imagine a group of executives 20 years ago discussing a candidate for a top job and saying, ‘This guy had a big failure when he was 32.’ Everyone else would say, ‘Yep, yep, that’s a bad sign.’ I can imagine that same group considering a candidate today and saying, ‘What worries me about this guy is that he’s never failed.’”
	
	3. Adversity Pushes the Envelope of Accepted Performance. Lloyd Ogilvie told of a friend who was a circus performer in his youth. The fellow described learning to work on the trapeze:
	
Once you know that the net below will catch you, you stop worrying about falling. You actually learn to fall successfully! What that means is, you can concentrate on catching the trapeze swinging toward you, and not on falling, because repeated falls in the past have convinced you that the net is strong and reliable when you do fall … The result of falling and being caught by the net is a mysterious confidence and daring on the trapeze. You fall less. Each fall makes you able to risk more.
	
	Until a person learns from experience that he can live through adversity, he is reluctant to challenge himself to press his limits. Failure prompts a person to rethink the status quo.
	
	4. Adversity Provides Greater Opportunities. I believe that eliminating problems limits our potential. Just about every successful entrepreneur I’ve met has numerous stories of adversity and setbacks that opened doors to greater opportunity. For example, in 1978, Bernie Marcus, the son of a poor Russian cabinetmaker in Newark, New Jersey, was fired from Handy Dan, a do-it-yourself hardware retailer. That prompted Marcus to team with Arthur Blank to start their own business. In 1979, they opened their first store in Atlanta, Georgia. It was called The Home Depot. Today, The Home Depot has more than 760 stores employing more than 157,000 people, the business has expanded to include overseas operations, and each year the corporation does more than $30 billion in sales.
	I’m sure Bernie Marcus wasn’t very happy about getting fired from his job at Handy Dan. But if he hadn’t been, who knows whether he would have achieved the success he has today.
	
	5. Adversity Prompts Innovation. Early in the twentieth century, a boy whose family had immigrated from Sweden to Illinois sent twenty-five cents to a publisher for a book on photography. What he received instead was a book on ventriloquism. What did he do? He adapted and learned ventriloquism. The boy was Edgar Bergen, and for more than forty years he entertained audiences with the help of a wooden dummy named Charlie McCarthy.
	The ability to innovate is at the heart of creativity—a vital component in success.
	
	6. Adversity Recaps Unexpected Benefits. The average person makes a mistake and automatically thinks that it’s a failure. But some of the greatest stories of success can be found in the unexpected benefits of mistakes. For example, most people are familiar with the story of Edison and the phonograph: He discovered it while trying to invent something entirely different. But did you know that Kellogg’s Corn Flakes resulted when boiled wheat was left in a baking pan overnight? Or that Ivory soap floats because a batch was left in the mixer too long and had a large volume of air whipped into it? Or that Scott Towels were launched when a toilet paper machine put too many layers of tissue together? Horace Walpole said that “in science, mistakes always precede the truth.”
	
	7. Adversity Motivates. Years ago when Bear Bryant was coaching the University of Alabama’s football team, the Crimson Tide was ahead by only six points in a game with less than two minutes remaining in the fourth quarter. Bryant sent his quarterback into the game with instructions to play it safe and run out the clock.
	In the huddle, the quarterback said, “Coach says to play it safe, but that’s what they’re expecting. Let’s give them a surprise.” And with that, he called a pass play.
	When the quarterback dropped back and threw the pass, the defending cornerback, who was a champion sprinter, intercepted the ball and headed toward the end zone, expecting to score a touchdown. The quarterback, who was not known as a good runner, took off after the cornerback and ran him down from behind, tackling him on the 5-yard line. His effort saved the game.
	After the clock ran out, the opposing coach approached Bear Bryant and said, “What’s this business about your quarterback not being a runner? He ran down my speedster from behind!”
	Bryant responded, “Your man was running for six points. My man was running for his life.”
	Nothing can motivate a person like adversity. Olympic diver Pat McCormick discusses this point: “I think failure is one of the great motivators. After my narrow loss in the 1948 trials, I knew how really good I could be. It was the defeat that focused all my concentration on my training and goals.” McCormick went on to win two gold medals in the Olympics in Helsinki in 1952 and another two in Melbourne four years later.
	If you can step back from the negative circumstances facing you, you will be able to discover their positive benefits. You simply have to be willing to look for them—and not take the adversity you are experiencing too personally.

Take a Risk—There’s
No Other Way to Fail Forward
	Every era has its great explorers, people willing to face danger to break new ground and discover new worlds. The names of pioneers and daring adventurers ring throughout history: Columbus, Crockett, Lewis and Clark, Lindbergh, Armstrong. The fuel that makes it possible for people like them to conquer new territory is risk. Pioneer aviator Charles Lindbergh emphasized that point: “What kind of man would live where there is no daring? I don’t believe in taking foolish chances, but nothing can be accomplished if we don’t take any chances at all.”
	How do you judge whether some activity is worth the risk? Do you base it on your fear? No, you should do some things that scare you. Should you base it on the probability of success? No, I don’t think that’s the answer either. Risk must be evaluated not by the fear it generates in you or the probability of your success, but by the value of the goal.
	To achieve any worthy goal, you must take risks. In life, there are no safe places or risk-free activities. Helen Keller, author, speaker, and advocate for disabled persons, asserted, “Security is mostly a superstition. It does not exist in nature, nor do the children of men as a whole experience it. Avoiding danger is no safer in the long run than outright exposure. Life is either a daring adventure or nothing.”
	Everything in life brings risk. It’s true that you risk failure if you try something bold, because you might miss it. But you also risk failure if you stand still and don’t try anything new. G. K. Chesterton wrote, “I do not believe in a fate that falls on men however they act; but I do believe in a fate that falls on them unless they act.”

Traps That Make People Back Away from Risk
	If risk has such great potential rewards, then why don’t people embrace it as a friend? I believe they don’t because they tend to fall into one or more of the following six traps:
	
	1. The Embarrassment Trap. Deep down, nobody wants to look bad. And if you take a risk and fall flat on your face, you might embarrass yourself. So what? Get over it. The only way to become better is to take steps forward—even shaky ones that cause you to fall down. Little progress is better than no progress at all. Success comes in taking many small steps. If you stumble in a small step, it rarely matters. Let little failures go.

	2. The Rationalization Trap. People who are caught in the rationalization trap second-guess everything they do, and as they prepare to take action, they say to themselves, “Maybe it’s really not that important.” But the truth is, if you wait long enough, nothing is important. Or as Ed’s Fifth Rule of Procrastination states, “Spend sufficient time confirming the need, and the need will disappear.”
	Sydney J. Harris says, “Regret for the things we did can be tempered by time; it is regret for the things we did not do that is inconsolable.” If you take risks and fail, you’ll have fewer regrets than if you do nothing and fail.
	
	3. The Unrealistic Expectation Trap. For some reason, many people think everything in life should be easy, and when they find out that achievement takes effort, they give up. But success takes hard work.
	Consider this Latin proverb: “If there is no wind, row.” As you prepare to take a risk, don’t expect to get a favorable wind. Begin with the mindset that you have to row; then if you receive help, it will be a pleasant surprise.
	
	4. The Fairness Trap. When psychologist M. Scott Peck begins his book The Road Less Traveled with the words “Life is difficult,” what he is getting at is life isn’t fair. Instead of acknowledging that and moving on, many people expend their energy trying to find fairness. They say to themselves, “I shouldn’t have to be the one to do this.” Dick Butler expands on this idea: “Life isn’t fair. It isn’t going to be fair. Stop sniveling and whining and go out and make it happen for you.”
	
	5. The Timing Trap. Some people tend to think that there’s a perfect time to do everything—and this isn’t it. So they wait. But Jim Stovall advises, “Don’t wait for all the lights to be green before you leave the house.” If you wait for perfect timing, you’ll wait forever. And the more you wait, the more tired you’ll get. William James wisely declared, “There is nothing so fatiguing as the eternal hanging on of an uncompleted task.” Don’t use timing as an excuse to procrastinate.
	
	6. The Inspiration Trap. Someone once said, “You don’t have to be great to start, but you have to start to be great.” Many people want to wait for inspiration before they are willing to step out and take a risk. I find that’s especially true of people with an artistic bent. But as playwright Oscar Wilde said, when he was asked the difference between a professional writer and an amateur, the difference is that an amateur writes when he feels like it; a professional writes regardless.
	When it comes to moving forward, Bill Glass gives this advice: “When you get an insight or inspiration, do something about it in twenty-four hours, or the odds are against your ever acting on it.”

Are You Taking Enough Risks?
	As you examine the way you live, consider whether you are taking enough risks—not senseless ones, but intelligent ones. Even if you don’t fall into one of the traps I just reviewed, you still may be playing it too safe. How can you tell? By looking at your mistakes. Fletcher L. Byrom says:
	
Make sure you generate a reasonable number of mistakes. I know that comes naturally to some people, but too many executives are so afraid of error that they rigidify their organization with checks and counterchecks, discourage innovation, and, in the end, so structure themselves that they will miss the kind of offbeat opportunity that can send a company skyrocketing. So take a look at your record, and if you can come to the end of a year and see that you haven’t made any mistakes, then I say, brother, you just haven’t tried everything you should have tried.
	
	If you are succeeding in everything you do, then you’re probably not pushing yourself hard enough. And that means you’re not taking enough risks.

Another Kind of Risk Taking
	You may have trouble relating to the great explorers and adventurers. The risks those people took may seem too different from your life situation. If so, you need to know about the life of someone whose quiet willingness to risk may seem more like your own.
	His name was Joseph Lister, and he was a second-generation physician born in England in 1827. Back in the days when he began practicing medicine, surgery was a painful, grisly affair.
	If you had the misfortune of being injured and requiring surgery in the mid-1800s, here’s what you could have expected: You would have been taken to a hospital’s surgical theater, a building that was separate from the main hospital to prevent the regular patients from becoming upset by the screaming. (Anesthesia had not yet been developed.) You would have been strapped to a table that looked a lot like the one in your kitchen, under which sat a tub of sand, positioned to catch blood.
	Your surgery would have been performed by a physician or barber likely surrounded by a group of observers and assistants. All of them would be dressed in the regular street clothes they wore throughout the course of the day while traveling around town and treating patients. The instruments the doctor used would have been pulled from a nearby drawer where they had been placed (unwashed) after the previous surgery. And if your surgeon needed his hands free while working on you, he might have held the surgical knife between his teeth.
	Your chances of surviving surgery would be a little better than 50 percent. If you had the misfortune of having your operation in a military hospital, your chances of surviving would go down to about 10 percent. Of surgery during that era, one contemporary doctor wrote, “A man laid on the operating table in one of our surgical hospitals is exposed to more chances of death than the English soldier on the field of Waterloo.”
	Like the other surgeons of his time, Lister was distressed by the death rate of his patients, but he was ignorant of the cause. However, he was determined to discover a way to save more of his patients.
	Lister’s first major breakthrough came after he was given some writings by his friend Thomas Anderson, a chemistry professor. The papers were written by scientist Louis Pasteur. In them the French scientist stated his opinion that gangrene was caused not by air, but by bacteria and germs present in air. Lister thought those ideas were remarkable. And he theorized that if the dangerous microbes could be eliminated, his patients would have a better chance of avoiding gangrene, blood poisoning, and the other infections that often killed them.
	Because of what we know today about germs and infection, Lister’s ideas may seem to be common sense. But his belief was radical in those days. And when Lister, who was working at a hospital in Edinburgh, presented his beliefs to the senior surgeons, he was taunted, ridiculed, and rejected. Each day as he made his rounds, his colleagues insulted and criticized him mercilessly. He was an outcast.
	Despite the rejection of his peers and an inherently gentle nature, Lister refused to back down. He continued his work on the problem at home. For a long time he and his wife worked in a laboratory they had created in their kitchen. The key, he believed, was to find a substance that would be capable of killing the microbes.
	Lister finally settled on carbolic acid, a substance used to clean the sewage system in the city of Carlisle. His preliminary research done, he was ready to test his theory. But that would require another risk—he would have to experiment with carbolic acid on a living patient, not knowing whether it would kill him.
	Lister determined to wait until he found the right person. It would require someone who faced almost certain death. He found his patient on August 12, 1865. An eleven-year-old boy who had been run over by a cart was brought into the hospital. His leg had been so badly damaged that the broken bones had come through the skin. And his injury was more than eight hours old. He was the kind of patient who usually didn’t survive.
	Lister used carbolic acid to clean the wound, his instruments, and anything that came into contact with his patient. He also dressed the wound with bandages soaked in the substance. Then he waited. To his joy, after four days there were no signs of fever or blood poisoning. After six weeks, the boy was able to walk again.
	Amid heavy criticism, Lister used carbolic acid in all his procedures. During 1865 and 1866, he treated eleven patients with compound fractures, and none of his patients contracted infections. As he continued his new procedures, he did research to improve his methods, finding additional antiseptic substances that worked even better.
	In 1867, Lister published his findings, and still the medical profession ridiculed him. For more than a decade, he communicated his findings and encouraged other doctors to adopt his practices. Finally in 1881, sixteen years after his first success with a patient, his peers at the International Medical Congress held in London recognized his advances. They called his work perhaps the greatest advance that surgery had ever made. In 1883, he was knighted. In 1897, he was made a baron. Today, if you’ve had any kind of surgery, you owe Dr. Joseph Lister a debt of gratitude.
	Lister’s risks may not look flashy, but that doesn’t matter. What he did brought great personal achievement to him and lasting benefits to others. He wasn’t content with success as a doctor. He attempted something more difficult—and riskier. And that’s what matters. You risk because you have something of value you want to achieve.

Make Failure Your Best Friend
	The idea that you can make failure your best friend may seem odd to you. But the truth of the matter is that failure is either your friend or your enemy—and you are the one who chooses which it is. If you play a dirge every time you fail, then failure will remain your enemy. But if you determine to learn from your failures, then you actually benefit from them—and that makes failure your friend. If you repeatedly use your failures as springboards to success, then failure can become your best friend. Let me show you what I mean.

Embracing Tragedy
	How would you feel about an incident that cost you your nose, half your right arm, and all the fingers on your left hand? I’m guessing that you wouldn’t have positive feelings. But that’s what happened to Dr. Beck Weathers, and he sees that loss as the defining event in his life.
	“Would I like to have my hands back?” he said in an interview on CBS Evening News. “Sure. Would I like to have my hands back enough to go back to who I was? No.”
	What event would cause a man to willingly embrace such a drastic disability? The answer can be found on Mount Everest. You see, Beck Weathers was one of the people on that peak during a blizzard in 1996 that cost twelve people their lives.
	Weathers was forty-nine years old when he ascended Everest. At that point, he had been a mountain climber for ten years. And it consumed him. He acknowledges,
	
I regret the time taken away from my family, from my wife and two children. … I realize I was defining myself by climbing and not dealing with the rest of my life. It’s an excessive goal, and it never ends. You get about one day of happiness, and then you’re planning your next trip.
	
	Weathers always spent a lot of time in preparation for his next trip. Before Everest, he had scaled six of the seven highest mountains. And for each climb he underwent a grueling training regimen.
	For the Everest climb, Weathers signed on with an expedition led by New Zealander Rob Hall. Before the team got to the high camp (at twenty-six thousand feet), Weathers was doing fine, despite the difficult conditions—bitter cold and one-third of the oxygen present at sea level. But as he ascended the peak on May 10, Weathers realized he was in trouble. Some years before, he had undergone radial keratotomy surgery to correct his vision. As he went up the mountain, the altitude caused the lenses in his eyes to flatten out, and that made him blind.
	At the time, the wisest decision seemed to be for Weathers to wait where he was, then rejoin the crew as they came back down from the summit. But a freak blizzard rapidly enveloped the mountain, dropping the temperature to about fifty degrees below zero and increasing winds to seventy miles per hour. The storm made everyone scramble for survival. As that happened, Weathers was left behind on the mountain. Hours passed, and he lapsed into a hypothermic coma.
	Fellow climbers searched for Weathers for hours. And early in the morning on May 11, they found him; he was covered with ice and barely breathing. They knew he would die, so they left him where he was, returned to camp, and radioed his wife that he was dead.
	No person has ever come out of a hypothermic coma and survived—except Beck Weathers. Somehow, he revived, got up, and staggered back into camp. His jacket was open, his face was black beyond recognition with frostbite, and his exposed right arm was frozen upright in front of him.
	Even after his miraculous return to camp, nobody thought Weathers would survive. But he kept pulling through. Back home in Dallas, he underwent ten surgeries; they amputated the fingers on his left hand, amputated his right arm near the elbow, and reconstructed a new nose using tissue from other parts of his body.
	Through it all, Weathers went through a radical learning process. He believes he traded his hands for something more valuable—lessons about himself, his values, and life. He admits,
	
I’m probably a much happier person now having gone through what I’ve gone through. I have a different set of priorities. You never know who you are and what you are until you’ve really been tested. You gain a whole lot more from having failure kicked up from around your ears than success could ever teach you.
	
It’s a Mindset
	Fortunately you don’t have to be left for dead on top of the world’s highest mountain to become teachable and learn how to make failure your friend. You can do it from the safety of your own home. All it requires is the right attitude.
	Teachability is an attitude, a mindset that says, “No matter how much I know (or think I know), I can learn from this situation.” That kind of thinking can help you turn adversity into advantage. It can make you a winner even during the most difficult circumstances.
	The ability to learn from mistakes has value not just in business, but in all aspects of life. If you live to learn, then you will really learn to live.

How to Learn from Your Failures and Mistakes
	William Bolitho distinguishes between a sensible person and a foolish one: “The most important thing in life is not to capitalize on our gains. Any fool can do that. The really important thing is to profit from your losses. That requires intelligence; and it makes the difference between a man of sense and a fool.”
	Anyone can make failure a friend by maintaining a teachable attitude and using a strategy for learning from failure. To turn losses into profits, ask the following questions every time you face adversity:

	1. What Caused the Failure: the Situation, Someone Else, or Self? If you no longer personalize failure, then it becomes easier to sort things out.
	Where did things break down? Were you in a no-win situation? Did another person create the problem? Did you make a mistake? Always begin the learning process by trying to identify the cause of a problem.
	
	2. Was What Happened Truly a Failure, or Did I Just Fall Short? You need to determine if what happened was really a failure. What you think is your fault may have been an attempt to fulfill unrealistic expectations. It doesn’t matter whether you place them on yourself or someone else does; if a goal is unrealistic and you miss it, that is not a failure.
	To give you a better perspective on this, let me tell you a story that President Reagan told before he left office. It’s about Three Musketeers author Alexandre Dumas.
	The novelist and a friend had a heated argument, and one challenged the other to a duel. Both Dumas and his friend were expert marksmen, and they feared that if they proceeded with the duel, both would die. So they decided to draw straws to determine which of them would shoot himself. Dumas picked the short straw.
	With a sigh, he picked up his pistol, walked into the library, and closed the door, leaving behind him a group of worried friends. After a few moments, the loud report of a pistol shot echoed. His friends immediately charged into the room, and there stood Dumas with the pistol still smoking in his hand.
	“An amazing thing just happened,” said Dumas. “I missed.”
	As you examine your problems, try to be like Dumas: Don’t allow an unrealistic expectation to kill you.

	3. What Successes Are Contained in the Failure? An old saying states, “The gem cannot be polished without friction, nor man perfected without trials.” No matter what kind of failure you experience, there is always a potential jewel of success contained in it. Sometimes it may be difficult to find. But you can discover it if you’re willing to look for it.
	
	4. What Can I Learn from What Happened? I enjoy reading the comic strip Peanuts by Charles Schulz. In one of my favorites, Charlie Brown is at the beach building a beautiful sand castle. As he stands back to admire his work, it is suddenly consumed by a huge wave. Looking at the smooth sand mound that had been his creation a moment before, he says, “There must be a lesson here, but I don’t know what it is.”
	That’s the way many people approach adversity. They are so consumed by the events that they become bewildered and miss the whole learning experience. But there is always a way to learn from failures and mistakes. Poet Lord Byron was right when he stated, “Adversity is the first path to truth.”
	If you maintain a teachable attitude as you approach the process and try to learn anything you can about what you could do differently, you will improve yourself. When a person has the right mindset, every obstacle introduces him to himself.
	
	5. Am I Grateful for the Experience? One way to maintain a teachable mindset is to cultivate an attitude of gratitude. And that’s possible even in the face of a huge disappointment.
	For example, American sprinter Eddie Hart missed a preliminary heat for the one-hundred-meter sprint in the 1972 Olympics in Munich. As a result, he lost his chance to win an individual gold medal. But his perspective on the experience was good. He said, “Everything you pursue you won’t always attain. That’s probably the most important lesson I learned from missing that race. There are times in life when you may not get the raise you want, the job you want. You have to learn to live with your defeats. … Before you can actually be a good winner, you have to know how to lose.”
	
	6. How Can I Turn This into a Success? Author William Marston writes, “If there is any single factor that makes for success in living, it is the ability to draw dividends from defeat. Every success I know has been reached because the person was able to analyze defeat and actually profit from it in the next undertaking.”
	
	7. Who Can Help Me with This Issue? People say there are two kinds of learning: experience, which is gained from your own mistakes, and wisdom, which is learned from the mistakes of others. I recommend that you learn from the mistakes of others as much as possible.
	Learning from your failures is always easier with the help of a wise counselor. After making huge blunders, I’ve asked many people for advice, including my wife, Margaret (who is always willing to share her perspective of my blunders with me).
	
	8. Where Do I Go from Here? Once you’ve done all the thinking, you’ve got to figure out what to do next. In their book Everyone’s a Coach, Don Shula and Ken Blanchard state, “Learning is defined as a change in behavior. You haven’t learned a thing until you can take action and use it.”

My Own Mountain to Climb
	When you are able to learn from any bad experience and thereby turn it into a good experience, you make a major transition in life. For years I’ve taught something that I think gives useful insight on the subject of change:
	
	People change when they …
	Hurt enough that they have to,
	Learn enough that they want to, and
	Receive enough that they are able to.
	
	I learned the truth of that statement on a whole new level on December 18, 1998. While at my company’s Christmas party, I felt an excruciating pain in my chest, and I went down for the count. I suffered a serious heart attack. I thought I wasn’t going to make it that night. And my doctors later told me that if I’d had the experience four years ago, it would have killed me. Cardiologists didn’t possess the technology that saved my life until very recently.
	My heart attack was a painful and surprising experience, but I feel that God was very good to me in that process. Several excellent physicians made it possible for me not only to survive but also to avoid any permanent heart damage. And I’ve learned a lot from it; for example:
•	When it comes to telling the important people in your life how much you love them, you can never do it often enough.
•	I believe my work on earth is not yet finished and God has spared me so that I can complete it.
•	I must change my living habits for the sake of my health, the quality of my life, and the impact I desire to make in the future.
	
	My cardiologist told me that men who survive an early heart attack and learn from it live longer and healthier lives than those who never suffer a heart attack. I am determined to learn from the experience. I changed my diet. I exercise every day and strive to live a more balanced life. Mark Twain’s comment was true: “The only way to keep your health is to eat what you don’t want, drink what you don’t like and do what you’d rather not.”
	I have to admit that it’s sometimes a struggle, but I’m persevering. As I write this, it has been over a year since the heart attack, and I have not cheated on my diet or exercise program. And I won’t. I believe the action I’m taking now will enable me to enjoy my wife, children, and future grandchildren, and it will allow me to continue my mission for decades that I would have otherwise missed.
	You don’t need to suffer a heart attack or be caught in a blizzard on Mount Everest to make failure your best friend. All you have to do is to maintain a teachable heart and be eager to learn every time you fail.

Avoid the Top Ten Reasons People Fail
	Many people possess blind spots when it comes to knowing about themselves. Sometimes the blind spots apply to strengths, but more often people fail to see their weaknesses. And that causes trouble. If you don’t know you have a problem, then you can’t work to fix it.
	I’d like to acquaint you with what I have observed to be the top ten reasons people fail. As you read, please be open-minded, and try to see yourself and your shortcomings in the following descriptions. Become aware of recurring issues in your life. As you read, you may find your Achilles’ heel. The Achilles of Greek myth was a warrior who was totally indestructible—except in one tiny spot on his heel. And that one flaw allowed his complete destruction. That’s the way flaws work. So don’t mentally minimize the amount of damage that a weakness may create.

	1. Poor People Skills. By far the greatest single obstacle to success that I see in others is a poor understanding of people. A while back the Wall Street Journal printed an article on the reasons that executives fail. At the top of the list was a person’s inability to effectively relate to others.
	Authors Carole Hyatt and Linda Gottlieb indicate that people who fail on the job commonly cite “office politics” as the reason for their failures, but the reality is that what they call politics is often nothing more than regular interaction with other people. Hyatt and Gottlieb assert,
	
	Most careers involve other people. You can have great academic intelligence and still lack social intelligence—the ability to be a good listener, to be sensitive toward others, to give and take criticism well.
	If people don’t like you, they may help you fail … On the other hand, you can get away with serious mistakes if you are socially intelligent … A mistake may actually further [your] career if the boss thinks [you] handled the situation in a mature and responsible way.

	How are you when it comes to working with people? Are you genuine and authentic, or do you continually put up a front? Do you listen carefully to others, or do you do most of the talking? Do you expect everyone else to conform to your wishes, your schedule, and your agenda, or do you look for ways to meet people on their terms?
	If you haven’t learned how to get along with people, you will always be fighting a battle to succeed. However, making people skills a strength will take you farther than any other skill you develop. To put it the way President Theodore Roosevelt did: “The most important single ingredient in the formula of success is knowing how to get along with people.”
	
	2. A Negative Attitude. Your reaction to the circumstances of your life has everything to do with your well-being and your success. If your circumstances constantly get you down, then maybe it’s time for a change—not in your situation, but in your attitude. If you can learn to make the best of any situation, you can remove a formidable obstacle that stands between you and your dreams.

	3. A Bad Fit. Though we should always first examine our attitudes when we don’t enjoy our circumstances, sometimes a change in situation is also in order. Sometimes a case of mismatched abilities, interests, personality, or values can be a major contributor to chronic failure.
	A good example can be seen in the life of film producer David Brown. He started out in corporate America and was fired from three different jobs before he realized that corporate life was not for him. After working his way up in Hollywood and becoming the number two man at Twentieth Century Fox, he was fired after recommending a film that turned out to be a flop. Then he became an editorial vice president at the New American Library, but he was fired when he clashed with a coworker. Later he was rehired by Twentieth Century Fox, but six years later was fired again, along with Fox’s president, Richard Zanuck.
	Brown examined his working behavior and determined that his outspoken, risk-oriented ways didn’t fit well in the settings where he had been working. Although he had failed as a corporate executive, he was extremely successful when he pursued his own ideas with his former boss, Zanuck. He and Zanuck went on to produce many popular films, including the huge box office hit Jaws.

	4. Lack of Focus. People lacking focus have trouble not because they’re too busy, but because their priorities are out of whack. And that wastes their time and resources. If you go from task to task to task without making any progress, or you can’t seem to reach a goal no matter how much effort you give it, examine your focus.

	5. A Weak Commitment. Without commitment, you cannot accomplish anything of value. Johann Wolfgang von Goethe addressed the importance of commitment: “Until one is committed, there is hesitance, the chance to draw back, and always ineffectiveness … The moment one definitely commits oneself … a whole stream of events issue from the decision, raising in one’s favor all manner of unforeseen incidents and material assistance which no man could have dreamed would come his way.”
	The last time you failed, did you stop trying because you failed, or did you fail because you stopped trying? What was your level of commitment? Did you give the task everything you had? Did you go the extra mile? Did you put enough of yourself on the line to guarantee that you would give your very best?
	
	6. An Unwillingness to Change. Perhaps the most relentless enemy of achievement, personal growth, and success is inflexibility. Some people seem to be so in love with the past that they can’t deal with the present.
	One Calvin and Hobbes comic strip portrayed the way that too many of us perceive change. Calvin and his stuffed-tiger friend were speeding down a hill in the boy’s wagon. Calvin yelled back to Hobbes, “I thrive on change.”
	Surprised, Hobbes remarked, “You? You threw a fit this morning because your mom put less jelly on your toast than yesterday.”
	Calvin faced Hobbes and explained, “I thrive on making other people change.”
	You don’t have to love change to be successful, but you need to be willing to accept it. Change is a catalyst for personal growth. It gets you out of a rut, it gives you a fresh start, and it affords you an opportunity to reevaluate your direction. If you resist change, you’re really resisting success. Learn flexibility, or learn to like living with your failures.
	
	7. A Shortcut Mindset. A common obstacle to success is the desire to cut corners and take the short road to success. But shortcuts never pay off in the long run. As Napoleon said, victory belongs to the most persevering.
	Most people tend to underestimate the time it takes to achieve something of value, but to be successful, you have to be willing to pay your dues. James Watt spent twenty years laboring to perfect his steam engine. William Harvey labored night and day for eight years to prove how blood circulated in the human body. And it took another twenty-five years for the medical profession to acknowledge he was right.
	Cutting corners is really a sign of impatience and poor self-discipline. But if you are willing to follow through, you can achieve a breakthrough. That’s why Albert Gray says, “The common denominator of success lies in forming the habit of doing things that failures don’t like to do.”
	Self-discipline is a quality that is won through practice. Psychologist Joseph Mancusi noted, “Truly successful people have learned to do what does not come naturally. Real success lies in experiencing fear or aversion and acting in spite of it.”
	
	8. Relying on Talent Alone. Talent is overrated. Not because it doesn’t have value, but because talent alone isn’t enough to take a person through the multiple failures that life brings.
	The greater your talent, the more likely you are to lean heavily on it and skip the hard day-to-day work of improving it. If you possess this negative tendency, put yourself on a growth plan so that you can make the most of your God-given talent.
	
	9. A Response to Poor Information. Successful executives have in common the ability to make decisions based on limited amounts of information. But they also have in common the ability to gather reliable information to use as they evaluate issues. General Douglas MacArthur knew this. He asserted, “Expect only 5 percent of an intelligence report to be accurate. The trick of a good commander is to isolate the 5 percent.”
	An example of what can go wrong when decisions are made on the basis of poor information is evident in the purchase of Rolls-Royce Motor Cars. Volkswagen and BMW battled each other to purchase Rolls-Royce from Vickers PLC. And Volkswagen won the battle, paying $780 million for the luxury auto-making company. But after the purchase was finalized, the buyers made a shocking discovery. Volkswagen owned the company, but not the rights to the name Rolls-Royce, which is synonymous with luxury cars around the world. The license for the name, it turned out, belonged to another company: Rolls-Royce PLC, an aerospace company. Even worse, Rolls-Royce PLC had ties to BMW. Guess who received permission to use the name? BMW—not Volkswagen. And it all happened because of poor information gathering.
	
	10. No Goals. The last major cause of failure is an absence of goals. Don Marquis perceives that “ours is a world where people don’t know what they want and are willing to go through hell to get it.”
	Joe L. Griffith believes, “A goal is nothing more than a dream with a time limit.” Many people don’t have goals because they haven’t allowed themselves to dream. As a result, they don’t possess a desire. If that describes you, then you must look within yourself and try to determine why you’re on this planet. Once you’ve discovered that, you’ll know what to shoot for.

Work on the Weakness That Weakens You
	Everybody has weaknesses. Review the top ten reasons people fail, and determine whether you need to work on one of these areas. (Or you may have a different issue that isn’t listed there.)
	Start improving yourself by talking to a trusted friend. Ask him to help you evaluate yourself in your area of weakness. Then put yourself on a growth plan to turn that weakness into a strength. Determine to put your plan into action, and stick with it for a year.
	At the end of that time, go back to the friend who helped you evaluate yourself, and ask the person to evaluate your progress. If you still need improvement, begin a second phase of growth, following it as long as you must to keep growing.

The Little Difference Between Failure and Success Makes a Big Difference
	Persistence is the little difference that makes a big difference when it comes to failing forward. Nothing worth achieving comes easily. The only way to fail forward and achieve your dreams is to cultivate tenacity and persistence. These qualities can be learned, partly by developing the habit of following through on your commitments when you don’t feel like it. But	to begin cultivating these qualities, you need a strategy. And that’s what I want 	to give you now.
	
	1. Purpose: Find One. More than anything else, having a sense of purpose keeps a person going in the midst of adversity. It powers persistence.
	Business consultant Paul Stoltz did an extensive study on what it takes for individuals to persist through setbacks. According to Stoltz, the most important ingredient of persistence is this:
	
Identifying your mountain, your purpose in life, so that the work you do is meaningful. I run into people every day who are basically climbing the wrong mountain. People who have spent 20 years or more of their lives doing something that has no deep purpose for them. Suddenly they look back and go, “What have I been doing?”
	
	2. Excuses: Eliminate Them. Agricultural scientist George Washington Carver noted, “Ninety-nine percent of failures come from people who have the habit of making excuses.” Having desire alone will not get you through your failures. You have to forget about making excuses and keep moving forward.
	No matter how many opportunities you’ve missed or mistakes you’ve made, don’t make excuses. Bite the bullet, take complete responsibility for yourself; and keep trying.
	
	3. Incentives: Develop Some. Nothing helps a person remain tenacious like a good incentive. Walter Elliot said, “Perseverance is not a long race; it is many short races, one after another.” If you give yourself worthwhile incentives to win the short races, attaining a long-term goal seems less formidable.
	As you develop incentives for yourself, keep these things in mind:
•	Reward yourself only after you reach the goal.
•	Divide the process into stages to multiply the rewards.
•	Include others—that increases accountability and makes achievement more enjoyable.
	
	4. Determination: Cultivate It. Author Napoleon Hill noted, “Effort only fully releases its reward after a person refuses to quit.” To develop persistence over the long haul, you have to cultivate inward determination on a continual basis. And if you do, someday your story may be similar to one of these:
•	Admiral Peary attempted to reach the North Pole seven times before he made it on try number eight.
•	Oscar Hammerstein had five flop shows that lasted less than a combined total of six weeks before Oklahoma, which ran for 269 weeks and grossed $7 million.
•	John Creasey received 743 rejection slips from publishers before one word was ever published; he eventually published 560 books, which have sold more than 60 million copies.
•	Eddy Arcaro lost 250 consecutive races before he won his first.
	
	Learn to become a determined individual. Inspire yourself with stories of people who tried, failed, and kept going. And remember, the only difference between a little shot and a big shot is that the big shot kept shooting. If you are willing to be doggedly persistent, you can be a success.

It’s What You Do After You Get Back Up That Counts
	You are probably familiar with this quote by President Calvin Coolidge. McDonald’s founder Ray Kroc used to quote it:
	
Nothing in the world can take the place of persistence. Talent will not; nothing is more common than unsuccessful men with talent. Genius will not; unrewarded genius is almost a proverb. Education will not; the world is full of educated derelicts. Persistence and determination alone are omnipotent.
	
	Well, I would have to disagree with that statement. Persistence is important, but it isn’t the only key to success. I think you need persistence plus something more. It’s just like the old saying about boxers: A champion gets up one more time than he gets knocked down. Yet if that’s the only thing he does, he may finally win, but not before getting his brains beaten out. Who wants that? He’s much better off if he needs to get up off the canvas only a few times. He does that by figuring out how to knock out his opponent!

He Didn’t Play Games with Success
	That’s what Milton Bradley did, in a manner of speaking. He figured out what to do so that he wouldn’t continue falling down. He started his career at age twenty as a draftsman. That was in 1856. By 1860, he had earned enough money to buy a printing press and go into business for himself as a lithographer.
	His first great product idea was for a lithograph of newly elected President Abraham Lincoln. As soon as he offered the print for sale, the orders flooded in. And he would have kept making money except for one problem: His print was of a clean-shaven Lincoln, but the new president had grown a beard. It nearly ruined Bradley.
	While he was trying to cope with his first major setback, he decided to try selling something different: a game. When he was a child, his parents had used games as tools to teach him and his siblings. He had a concept for a game he called the Checkered Game of Life, which taught moral values. He designed the game and printed up copies. It was the first parlor game printed in the United States. The game sold well. In fact, as fast as the handmade games could be produced, customers snapped them up. That first year he sold forty thousand copies!
	That first success gave Bradley a new direction in life. He turned his attention to producing games and other materials that stimulated the mind and instructed people while entertaining them. Primarily that meant games. But it wasn’t long before he wanted to expand into educational resources. A new concept to America had come across the Atlantic from Germany called kindergarten, and Bradley became very excited by it.
	Bradley saw the educational potential of kindergarten for children and the potential market for materials to teach them. He wanted to be the first person in America to print kindergarten materials in English. He wanted to produce building blocks, art supplies, and other items. He intended to make kindergarten materials his primary focus.
	But his business associates objected. Because the company was operating in an economic downturn, they believed that focusing such attention in a risky new area might put the company out of business. Bradley was undeterred. He pushed forward with his plan, and ultimately he achieved remarkable success.
	“It took all the faith I could muster,” said Bradley, “all the belief in the final triumph of kindergarten principles to pull me through those early years of discouragement, when my business associates and other friends and the annual balance sheets of our bookkeeper were all against me.”
	In time, Bradley became one of kindergarten’s chief proponents. He made a difference in the lives of thousands and thousands of children.

A Plan for After You Get Back Up
	Finalize Your Goal. I wrote about the importance of having purpose and developing a desire. The next step is to settle on a definite goal you want to reach. The boxer in the ring who gets back up has this goal: knocking out his opponent. Milton Bradley had this goal: to produce educational products for kindergarten students. You need to determine what your goal is. Recognize this:
	
	The goal shapes the plan.
	The plan shapes the action.
	The action achieves the results.
	The results bring success.
	
	Order Your Plans. The saying is old but it’s true: “By failing to prepare you are preparing to fail.” There is no guarantee that what you plan will be carried out in the way you envision it, but if you neglect to plan, your chances of success are very slim.
	Novelist Victor Hugo believed, “He who every morning plans the transactions of the day and follows out that plan carries a thread that will guide him through the labyrinth of the most busy life. … But where no plan is laid, where the disposal of time is surrendered merely to the chance of incident, chaos will soon reign.” That is undoubtedly why Spanish author Miguel de Cervantes wrote, “The man who is prepared has his battle half fought.”
	
	Risk Failing by Taking Action. Planning alone won’t bring success. The other half of the battle is taking action. Conrad Hilton said, “Success seems to be connected with action. Successful people keep moving.”

	Welcome Mistakes. By now, you realize that mistakes are not to be avoided but embraced. They are signals that you’re moving into new territory, breaking new ground, making progress. As the old English proverb states, “He who makes no mistakes never makes anything.”
	
Advance Based on Your Character
	Every time you face mistakes and attempt to move forward in spite of them is a test of character. There always comes a time when giving up is easier than standing up, when giving in looks more attractive than digging in. And in those moments, character may be the only thing you have to draw on to keep you going.
	Championship-winning NBA coach Pat Riley said, “There comes a moment that defines winning from losing. The true warrior understands and seizes the moment by giving an effort so intensive and so intuitive that it could be called one from the heart.” After you’ve been knocked down, and you’ve had the will to get back up, the intelligence to plan your comeback, and the courage to take action, know this: You will experience one of those defining moments. And it will define you—as an achiever or a quitter. Prepare for that moment and know that it’s coming—and you increase your chances for winning your way through it.

	Reevaluate Your Progress Continually. By fighting through the difficult times and overcoming mistakes, you have the opportunity to learn and adjust. William Knudson joked, “Experience is knowing a lot of things you shouldn’t do.”
	
	Develop New Strategies to Succeed. Lester Thurlow points out that “a competitive world has two possibilities for you. You can lose, or, if you want to win, you can change.” Once you develop a plan and put it into action, you’re not finished. In fact, if you want to succeed, you’re never finished. Success is in the journey, the continual process. And no matter how hard you work, you will not create the perfect plan or execute it without error. You will never get to the point that you no longer make mistakes, that you no longer fail. But that’s okay.
	Failures are milestones on the success journey. Each time you plan, risk, fail, reevaluate, and adjust, you have another opportunity to begin again, only better than the last time. As sixty-seven-year-old Thomas Edison said as his laboratory burned to the ground, “Thank goodness all our mistakes were burned up. Now we can start again fresh.”

Get Up, Get Over It, Get Going
	Undoubtedly some great task lies ahead of you. Maybe you suspect that accomplishing it is the key to your purpose, but you’ve been afraid to tackle it. Perhaps you’re worried that you will not be able to overcome the failure that could result from attempting it.
	Plan to do it. If you’ve tried and failed at it once already, then get back up on your feet, and use the strategy contained in this chapter to move forward:
	Finalize your goal.
	Order your plans.
	Risk failing by taking action.
	Welcome mistakes.
	Advance based on your character.
	Reevaluate your progress continually.
	Develop new strategies to succeed.

	If you’re willing to stay determined, work according to a plan, and keep getting up when you get knocked down, you will be able to achieve your goals—and someday your dreams.

Now You’re Ready to Fail Forward
	Now you know all the steps it takes to fail forward. Let’s review them again quickly:
	1. Realize there is one major difference between average people and achieving people.
	2. Learn a new definition of failure.
	3. Remove the “you” from failure.
	4. Take action and reduce your fear.
	5. Change your response to failure by accepting responsibility.
	6. Don’t let the failure from outside get inside you.
	7. Say good-bye to yesterday.
	8. Change yourself, and your world changes.
	9. Get over yourself and start giving yourself.
	10. Find the benefit in every bad experience.
	11. If at first you do succeed, try something harder.
	12. Learn from a bad experience and make it a good experience.
	13. Work on the weakness that weakens you.
	14. Understand there’s not much difference between failure and success.
	15. Get up, get over it, get going.

	I believe wholeheartedly in these steps. But they probably won’t mean a thing to you unless you see them in the life of somebody that you consider to be a lot like you.
	Let me introduce you to a friend of mine named Dave Anderson. Dave is an entrepreneur I met at a leadership conference that I taught in Kenosha, Wisconsin. I’m going to tell you a little bit about his story. And along the way I’ll point out how many of the events in his life correspond to the steps in failing forward that I’ve outlined in this book.
	When Dave Anderson graduated from high school in 1971, he was like many other eighteen-year-old kids. He wasn’t sure what he wanted to do with his life. And if you had suggested to him back then that he would someday be a successful businessman worth tens of millions of dollars making a positive impact on the lives of thousands of people, he probably would have thought you were crazy. Yet that’s what has happened to him, and it’s all because he’s a man who learned how to fail forward.
	Dave grew up in Chicago. He was an average student, and when he got out of school, he was looking for direction. He wasn’t much of a people person, so he was thinking in terms of finding a career where he could be outdoors and be closer to nature. Because of his Native American heritage, he considered a career in wildlife and forestry. He went to Michigan Tech University and started living the typical college experience—some class work and studying during the week with lots of partying on the weekends.
	During the break after his first term, he went back to Chicago to visit his parents, and a friend called him.
	“Dave,” he asked. “You got a suit?”
	“Yeah, you know I do,” Dave responded.
	“Well, put it on and I’ll pick you up,” his friend said.
	When his buddy picked him up, they went to a meeting recruiting people to sell an oil conditioner for automobile engines. Dave wasn’t a mechanically inclined guy, so the technical part of the presentation didn’t connect with him. But he was really excited by the speaker, a fellow named Zig Ziglar, who told him and the others in attendance, “If you believe in yourself and have passion, you can succeed.”
	Dave had never really heard anything like that before in school or at home. His parents loved him, but they didn’t know much about positive motivation and they weren’t entrepreneurs. His dad was a construction worker who worked hard at his job and encouraged his son to do the same.
	That night Dave went home and talked to his parents about the opportunity of selling that product, and when the company held its next meeting, Dave went back and took his dad along. It seemed like a viable opportunity to him, and he certainly wanted to see his son succeed. So he put $2,500 of his hard-earned money into buying the product for Dave to start him in business.
	Dave never went back to Michigan Tech. For the first time in his life, he had a dream, and he had bought into it 100 percent. He wanted to be a success and make it in business. For the next few months, he worked as hard as he could to sell that oil conditioner. But no matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t make it work. It was his first business failure. Dave says that as far as he knows, his dad still has a few cases of that oil conditioner stockpiled somewhere in his garage.
	But contained within that first big failure were seeds of his future success. (Step 15: Get up, get over it, get going.) First, he had hope. He believed that he could be successful. (Step 6: Don’t let the failure from outside get inside you.) Second, when his dad bought the product for him, Dave received a five-day leadership course that he says changed his life. (Step 10: Find the benefit in every bad experience.) He also was given six tapes by Zig Ziglar. Every night for months, Dave went to sleep listening to those tapes. (Step 8: Change yourself, and your world changes.) The dream within him wasn’t dead. And he wasn’t going to let that failure get him down. (Step 1: Realize there is one major difference between average people and achieving people.) He just wouldn’t realize success through that business.
	After failing as an oil conditioner entrepreneur, Dave went to work part-time selling sporting goods for Eddie Bauer. And in the fall of 1972, he enrolled in Roosevelt University in Chicago. For the next several years, like clockwork, Dave enrolled at Roosevelt in the fall and ended up with a bunch of zeros and incompletes on his transcript. He had the desire to improve himself, but a weak aptitude for school, coupled with the demands of various business ventures, caused him to fail in his desire to get an education.
	It was also in 1972 that Dave got the idea for another business. Although the oil additive opportunity didn’t work for him, it encouraged him to start thinking like an entrepreneur. (Step 2: Learn a new definition of failure.) His idea was to create and sell miniature dish gardens. He scraped together a few dollars and bought the materials to make up a few samples. Then he went out and talked to retailers, trying to get them to buy them.
	Dave had his first bit of success with James Ashner at Richard Lange Florist. He told Dave, “These look good. Okay, let me have a dozen of this one, a dozen of these, and a dozen of these,” pointing to his favorites.
	Dave was stunned. “That’s a lot of money,” he said, quickly calculating the cost of materials in his head. “How about one of each?”
	“No,” said Ashner, “I want a dozen of these, a dozen of these, and a dozen of this one too.”
	“You sure you don’t just want to take one of each?” Dave offered timidly. He figured that if he could sell and deliver a few of his samples, he would have enough money to buy supplies.
	“No,” Ashner replied simply.
	“I can’t get you a dozen of each,” Dave finally explained. “I don’t have enough money to buy the materials to make them.”
	“Well, you look like an honest guy. What if I pay you up front? Would that help?” Ashner answered. “Ann Marie,” he called to his assistant in the next room, “write this guy a check.”
	Dave was dumbfounded. A few minutes later, in his hands was the largest check he’d ever held. It was for $736.35.
	That was the day Dave started his wholesale florist business. For the next seven years, he operated out of his basement and worked like a madman. He put in long hours seven days a week. When his retail florist customers experienced their heavy crunch times around Mother’s Day and Valentine’s Day, he went into their shops, swept up, cleaned out coolers, and did other chores to help them out. By age twenty-one, he had accounts with every major retail florist in the city of Chicago. By his late twenties, he felt like a tremendous success.
	Around that time a florist friend had an idea to make some extra money. Back in the late seventies, students at universities liked to decorate their dorm rooms and apartments with plants. Dave’s friend, whose son attended Southern Illinois University, figured that they could buy plants cheap from the grower in Florida, rent space in the student union at the beginning of the fall term, and sell the plants at a hefty profit. And that’s what they did. They drove to Florida with a semi, filled it up with plants, and brought them back. They were able to eliminate two middlemen from the process, mark the plants up in price, and still sell them for much less than the usual retail price. They made $20,000 in two days! (Step 11: If at first you do succeed, try something harder.)
	Because that venture had brought such success, they were ready to try it again, but this time on a larger scale. A new Kmart was scheduled to open in Pontiac, Illinois, in October, and they made arrangements to sell plants there. Dave and his friend went to Florida and brought back two semis full of plants. They rented a big tent, filled it up with plants, and set up four cash registers to wait on customers. But a funny thing happened that day. A strange fog drifted in. Then it started to drizzle. Before long, the drizzle turned into a steady rain. That’s when it suddenly turned cold. The rain became sleet and then snow. Winter had come early, and the tender tropical plants couldn’t take it. They lost everything. The venture cost them the $20,000 they had made in the prior student sale plus other money they had put into it.
	The winter of 1979 was one of the worst on record. The snowstorm that hit Chicago was horrible, and the drifts were so high that many side streets were closed for months. A lot of businesses went under that year, including Dave’s. Florists don’t buy much in the middle of a blizzard. Many of Dave’s customers not only weren’t buying from him, they also weren’t paying him the money they owed for orders they had already received. That, coupled with the huge loss at Kmart, put him under. He filed for bankruptcy.
	After Dave lost his business, he needed to find a job to support himself. More than once he had to pawn his wife’s jewelry to pay the rent. Twice he stood in line to file for unemployment, but he walked out, determined never to accept a check from the government. He kept looking. Because he had always worked for himself, he wanted to find something that would allow him to use his entrepreneurial spirit. But he also wanted something that would help him improve himself. All successful people, he reasoned, had good people skills, and he felt that his ability to work with people still needed to be strengthened. (Step 13: Work on the weakness that weakens you.) Those two desires meant one thing: He needed to take a sales job—and that scared him.
	He landed a job working for the American Can Company, selling Dixie cups, Marathon paper towels, and tissue to restaurants. (Step 4: Take action and reduce your fear.) To get his foot in the door, he took the worst territory. At night, when his family was out of the house, he would practice talking, smiling, and even shaking hands with himself in front of a mirror. During the day, he worked hard. He relied on the same principles and tenacity he had in the wholesale floral industry. (Step 14: Understand there’s not much difference between failure and success.) He made a lot of mistakes, experienced much rejection, and lost many sales. But he worked like crazy and kept learning. In six months, he took a territory that had been in last place and made it number one in the company.
	He learned a lot in that position. He discovered that “you have to experience a lot of failure to achieve success. And the more failure you go through, the higher your success.” He also discovered that his past failure didn’t brand him for life. (Step 3: Remove the “you” from failure.)
	“After I lost my [wholesale floral] business, I went back to some of the companies I had worked with before,” says Dave. “All I could think about was the thousands of dollars I owed them when I filed for bankruptcy. But they didn’t care about that. Their thought was, ‘We wrote that off years ago. Besides, we made a lot more than that from you during our years doing business together.’ [Step 7: Say good-bye to yesterday.] You know, if you’re honest and admit your failures, people are pretty forgiving. People want to help you if you take responsibility for yourself.” (Step 5: Change your response to failure by accepting responsibility.)
	In 1982, Dave’s tribe, the Lac Courte Orielles Lake Superior Band of Ojibwa in northwest Wisconsin, came calling. Their organization was losing money, and recognizing his business prowess, they asked him to be their CEO. That put him in charge of a variety of businesses and interests. He led the tribe’s concerns for three years. During that time, gross revenues increased from $3.9 million to more than $8 million.
	His success with his tribe prompted President Reagan to recognize Dave in the Commission on Indian Reservation Economies. Various state and local government and business organizations honored him and asked him to sit on numerous councils for areas such as tourism and minority business development. In time, Dave was helping so many people that he was granted a Bush Leadership Fellowship for a lifetime of outstanding achievement by the Bush Foundation in St. Paul, Minnesota. That’s how he got into Harvard—with no undergraduate degree and a transcript full of poor grades.
	After he graduated, he worked with the Mille Lacs Tribe for several years. Dave helped them create thousands of jobs, bringing their previously devastating unemployment rate down to nearly zero, and helped build the company that Fortune magazine recognized as the fastest growing in America. Though Dave had achieved success in a variety of businesses, he had not yet done anything related to his true passion: food.
	Dave’s love for food began when he was just a kid. His father worked at various construction sites around Chicago as an electrician, and he occasionally brought home leftover ribs from one of the storefront barbecue shacks introduced to him by a coworker. As soon as Dave tasted his first rib, he was hooked. And as soon as he was old enough to work, he started what he calls “the quest for the perfect barbecue.” Every place he traveled to around the country for business, he talked to the locals to find out where the best restaurants were.
	“I’ve traveled the back roads and side streets of this country searching for great-tasting food,” says Dave enthusiastically. “I’ve been everywhere from storefront kitchens down inner-city side streets to country road houses to fine restaurants. When I’d go to a convention, after fulfilling my company obligations, I’d disappear, and my coworkers would wonder where I was. I was in the best little restaurants in town. I’d order everything on the menu and taste it all. Then I’d go home and experiment in my own kitchen.”
	In 1994, Dave cofounded a highly successful restaurant company called the Rain Forest Cafe, and it made him wealthy. He used some of the money he made to purchase a small resort in Hayward, Wisconsin. There Dave built the kind of restaurant he’d always dreamed of having: one that made great barbecue. He was going to call it Dave’s Famous Barbecue, but the printer made a mistake and printed FAMOUS DAVE’S and the name stuck. The restaurant was a huge success. Soon he opened a second Famous Dave’s, then another.
	At this point, if you didn’t know better, you’d think Dave was set. But he was on the verge of facing the lowest point of his life and his greatest obstacle—himself.
	In 1995, a group of friends and family came to Dave in what’s commonly called an intervention. They confronted him about his drinking. Dave had started drinking in college, as many people do. But he didn’t leave it behind when he moved into the business world. When the people who loved him called him on the carpet, he was secretly pleased because he knew he needed to change. He went into treatment for alcoholism, and he’s been sober ever since.
	“The key to making it through treatment and succeeding is accepting that you have a problem—that you drink too much—accepting where you are, and moving on from there,” Dave asserts. “The people who go through treatment and don’t stay sober fail because they believe they’re right. They won’t take responsibility for themselves. The key to change is surrender.”
	Dave knew he needed to change, and in the years since he turned his life around, he has seen lots of change in himself. Now continual learning and growth are the hallmarks of his life. (Step 12: Learn from a bad experience and make it a good experience.)
	“I realized that I couldn’t hang around with my drinking friends and change,” he says. “If I went back to the bar where I used to drink, I know the same people would still be there sitting in the same places. They wouldn’t have changed a bit. But I’ve changed a lot in four years.”
	As I write this, Dave owns twenty-four restaurants in five states. And the business is still growing. But to succeed, he has had to overcome a lot of obstacles, and a lot of doubters.
	“When I got started, people told me that my restaurants would never go in this part of the country,” says Dave. “They said, ‘Minneapolis is not a barbecue town. It’ll never work.’ Well, today I’ve got thirteen restaurants in Minneapolis.”
	As incredible as Dave’s achievement has been, what’s even more remarkable is his realization that his success exists not for himself alone, but for others. He’s doing that through the Mino-Giizhig Endowment Fund for Disadvantaged Minority Children, which he founded, and also through Famous Dave’s. He confirms, “Our business is more about changing lives than selling ribs.” (Step 9: Get over yourself and start giving yourself.)
	To help him accomplish that, Dave developed Hog Heaven University where he trains his people. There new managers learn skills, techniques, and information that will help them succeed at Famous Dave’s, such as what Dave calls the trinity of barbecue: meat, smoke, and sauce. But they learn something else that’s much more important. Dave tells all of them, “This is not about Dave Anderson. This is your opportunity.”
	A key part of that opportunity is knowing how to fail forward. Dave explains, “Schools teach the technical disciplines such as math and science, but what they need to teach is how to deal with problems. Every day you’re going to get whacked and thumped with problems. Some of us get jackhammered. But to succeed, you have to be open to problems. You have to be open to failure. And as you go up the ladder, you gain the right to get more problems. The higher you go, the bigger the problems. But the most effective people have gone through the toughest times. They say you don’t become a great sailor by sailing calm seas.”
	The seas definitely haven’t been calm for Dave in the past, nor will they be calm in the future. But that doesn’t bother him. Obstacles are just opportunities. Dave emphasizes, “I tell my employees all the time: ‘Most people run from problems. If you want to get ahead, go to your manager, and say, “You got problems? Give me some.” Instead of running from problems like most people, go after them. If you do, I’ll guarantee, it will change your life!’ That’s the way you get ahead, by solving problems.”
	Dave Anderson has made more mistakes, suffered more adversity, overcome more problems, and experienced more failures than most people you’ll ever meet. But he has also achieved more. And as my friend Zig Ziglar declares, “Dave Anderson is just getting started.”
	The next time you find yourself envying what successful people have achieved, recognize that they have probably gone through many negative experiences that you cannot see on the surface. A lot of failure goes into success.
	If you really want to achieve your dreams—I mean really achieve them, not just daydream or talk about them—you’ve got to get out there and fail. Fail early, fail often, but always fail forward. Turn your mistakes into stepping-stones for success.
	I wish you well. Keep dreaming, and keep failing forward.

(End of file.)

